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Abstract
This study investigates the relationships between Hong Kong secondary ESL teachers’
beliefs and practices and government policies in the teaching of English as a Second
language (ESL). Three broad questions guided and framed the study. These were:
• 	
   What is the nature of the relationship between three case study teachers’ beliefs
and their practices with respect to teaching English in Hong Kong?
• How do the English language curriculum and examination policies affect these
teachers’ choices of teaching approaches, their assessment practices and their
understanding of students’ learning English in Hong Kong schools?
• How do the three teachers go about making sense of, and responding to, the Hong
Kong reform policies and curriculum for the teaching of English?
The study drew on two main literature domains: sense making theory and teacher
professional learning. The principal participants were three teachers of ESL from two
mainstream secondary schools in Hong Kong. The data were collected using a variety
of qualitative measures that included direct observations of the participants’ classroom
teaching, analysis of videotapes of this teaching and stimulated recall interviews with
teachers and students.
The data analysis indicated first, that teacher beliefs are interrelated and operate as a
‘belief system’ but that some beliefs (the closed belief system) are strongly held and
resistant to change, while others (the open belief system) are more loosely held and thus
more open to superficial change. A second key finding highlighted the obvious
connection between teachers’ closed belief system and their teaching practices. It was
found that teachers’ deep-seated beliefs strongly influence the choices they make about
what and how to teach English.
It was revealed that tensions between each teacher’s open and closed belief systems led
to some changes in practices (for example after attendance at a professional
development course) and in turn, to his or her belief system. However, tightly held
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beliefs within their closed belief systems and their related teaching practices were still
likely to endure, even when the two sets of practices are incompatible.
The explicated grounded theory demonstrates there are two different sets of
assumptions embodied in the curriculum and examination policies in the Hong Kong
context thus forcing ESL teachers to operate within a dual set of beliefs and their
respective practices if they are to be successful. Functioning between dual paradigms
means that ESL teachers know when it is appropriate to engage students in
communicative English practices and when to teach the specific skills assessed in
examinations.
Finally it was found that sense-making theory is a particularly useful lens for
understanding how teacher professional learning opportunities can be enhanced and
thus support ESL teachers. Thus sense-making theory has the potential to inform future
professional learning opportunities, particularly at the school and classroom levels.
Six key recommendations for change are put forward. These include the need to change
the professional learning strategies for ESL teachers so that they have the opportunities
to reflect, discuss and share their beliefs and practices with each other, as well as with
significant others within their school contexts. Establishing mentor relationships would
be one consideration.
A critical recommendation is the need for policy makers to communicate and negotiate
with school leaders, teachers and parents when developing new reforms. Such
consultations will minimize the conflicting assumptions underpinning curriculum and
examination policies. Equally important is the need for ESL teachers to display a strong
commitment to not only improving their teaching of English, but also ensuring that their
students understand the important role that English acquisition plays in the global
market place for the Hong Kong economy.
The study has raised many issues and contributed to further understandings towards the
successful teaching of ESL. However it is important to note that further research is
needed in order to explore alternative professional learning opportunities for ESL
teachers that are guided by the principles of sense-making theory.
iii
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CHAPTER ONE

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
1.1.

Introduction

This chapter provides an introduction to and overview of the thesis: Its purpose,
aims, rationale, background, assumptions, theoretical orientation, significance,
limitations and an overview of the thesis as a whole. It also provides a summary of
the research approach taken to achieve these ends.

1.2.

Purpose and Aims of the Study

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between teachers’ beliefs
and practices and educational policy change in the teaching of English as a Second
language (ESL) in two Hong Kong secondary schools. To fulfill the purpose of the
study the following aims are proposed:

•

to explore three ESL case study teachers’ beliefs and understandings about
the teaching of English in two Hong Kong secondary schools;

•

to identify the impact of educational policy changes on these teachers’
choice of teaching approaches and assessment practices;

•

to identify factors that enable or inhibit change in their teaching of English;
and

•

as a consequence of the above, to provide a well-considered position that has
the potential to guide future effective professional learning opportunities for
ESL teachers in Hong Kong schools.

In order to achieve these aims, and thus fulfill the purpose of the study, the
following questions are used to guide and frame the study.
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1. What is the nature of the relationship between three case study teachers’
beliefs and their practices with respect to teaching English in Hong Kong?
2. How do the English language curriculum and examination policies affect
these teachers’ choices of teaching approaches, their assessment practices
and their understanding of students’ learning English in Hong Kong schools?
3. Finally, how do the three teachers go about making sense of, and responding
to, the Hong Kong reform policies and curriculum for the teaching of
English?

1.3.

Rationale for Study

This section concerns the justification of or rationale for doing the study. There are
three grounds for this study:
• Professional need,
• Timeliness, and
• Paucity of previous research.
1.3.1. Professional need
Teachers are widely identified as a crucial factor in the maintenance of high quality
of education and in the success of educational and subsequent societal reforms (Cho,
1990; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Durrant & Holden, 2006; Hoban, 2005; Turbill,
2002). There have been numerous initiatives, including in Asia, for helping teachers
to keep up with the rapidly changing world and to encourage innovative teaching
approaches to meet the challenge of a new era. Unfortunately, many of these efforts
have met serious frustrations and impediments. There is an urgent need therefore to
find out why these initiatives fail to meet their goals, and in particular to explore
these failures through the eyes of teachers.
A more in-depth understanding of the relationships between teachers’ beliefs and their
current practices, explored through the lens of sense-making theory, it is therefore
believed, has the potential to illuminate key factors that in turn may lead to the
2

implementation of a more effective model of professional learning.
1.3.2. Timeliness
The usefulness of English does not seem to have declined in the business world
after the return of the sovereignty of Hong Kong to China. Given the reality of
globalization, one would expect that there is a strong incentive among Hong Kong
students to learn English. However, this is not the case; there are problems in
teaching it (Lai, 2007; Liu & Littlewood, 1997; Urdan, 2004; Yang, Zhang & Wang,
2009). It is quite a common situation that students are not very keen on learning
English because they can survive in the community by using Cantonese. There is a
lack of a supportive environment for learning English and providing exposure to
English, which diminishes effectiveness in English teaching. When the incentive for
learning and the level of proficiency of English of Hong Kong students is low,
obviously the teaching will be more difficult.
For prospective Hong Kong educators and teachers, it is critical to understand the
impact of the curriculum and examination policies. It is important for practitioners
not only to know about the rationales for these policies and their implications for
teaching and learning, but also, arguably, to play a role in developing such policies.
Many educators, from education faculties to teachers at schools, have expressed
concern that these changes are often beyond their control and their views are rarely
appreciated. To achieve genuine change, it can be argued, there needs first to be
commitment to such policies by those who have to implement them in the
classroom, namely the teachers. This is best achieved through involvement and
collaboration (Cheng, Chow & Mok, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2000, 2006; Fullan
& Hargreaves, 1992; Guskey & Sparks, 1996; Turbill, 2002).
This study argues that in response to this situation there needs to be a
well-considered position that could inform the government and other stakeholders.
Thus it is envisaged that the study will inform future professional learning for ESL
teachers, particularly in light of the most recent reforms in Hong Kong. It is not the
wish of the researcher to promote a remedy to some unspecific, universal
phenomenon but to point out some possible but particular directions for future
3

action that are practical and generative, particularly from the perspective of teachers,
who are the ones who have to make sense of new policies and to implement them.
1.3.3. Paucity of previous research
Few studies have been found that explore the relationships between policies, practices
and teacher and student beliefs with respect to ESL in Hong Kong. Despite the intensity
of previous research in this area in first language learning, the knowledge gained does
not yet seem to influence the second language teaching profession and/or the English
language classroom in Hong Kong.
The study is therefore deemed timely as it aims to fill some of the gaps in existing
research and work towards the development of a more well-considered guideline for
effective professional learning opportunities for ESL teachers in Hong Kong
schools.

1.4. Background to the study
The background to the study comprises five sections. First a brief overview of the
socio-political context of the study is provided. The education context is then briefly
shared. Chapter 2 will provide detailed accounts of these two sections. Next a brief
background to the site and the participants in the study is shared. Finally the personal
background and professional interests of the researcher are outlined.
1.4.1. Socio-political context
There has been extensive interest and discussion globally into the effectiveness of
school and teacher improvement. The impacts of globalization and international
competition produce enormous pressure on governments to improve their
competitiveness within their region and worldwide. Consequently, education reforms
have been launched in many countries with the hope of preparing the youth to meet the
challenges of what is projected to be an increasingly competitive century (CDC, 2001,
2007; Cheng, 2002, 2003; Harreveld & Singh, 2006; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007).
4

Levels of student achievement in school education have a high degree of correlation
with the pace of a country’s economic and social development (Cheng, 2002; Cheng &
Yip, 2006; Gardner, 2002). In this sense, schools are often viewed as one of the key
institutions for future development. Schools can nurture a great amount of the
knowledge and skills the next generations and citizens need for different professional
enterprises, such as industry, finance, business and service sectors.
For the future we are demanding more (of our educational systems).
Education and training that prepare the overwhelming majority of
our young people with the attributes to contribute actively to an
internationalized, rapidly changing economy (Gardner, 2002, p.6).

In addition, the impact of globalization over recent decades has changed the appearance
of education. In the last 15 or more years, the influence of globalization has steered the
education industry from ‘a stable, domestically-oriented, enterprise focussed on
transmitting local knowledge and values into a dynamic, competitive industry based in
an international knowledge base and global values’ (Hallinger, 2002, p.7).
Traditionally, Hong Kong schools have not aimed to nurture self-motivated and
independent learners and critical thinkers, as are now demanded by a knowledge-based
economy. According to Cheng and Yip (2006, p.4) state, ‘Both Hong Kong and
Shanghai are facing challenges from what is, conveniently, called a “knowledge
society”. As such, the education systems in both cities also face major challenges’. They
explain further that the curriculum reform agendas in Shanghai and Hong Kong are
shifting from ‘concrete knowledge and skills to generic abilities’ (p.34). In summary, an
extension of the demands of globalization and competitiveness of Hong Kong requires a
new paradigm of teaching and learning.
Cheng (2002, p. 61) has compared the characteristics of traditional thinking about
education with more recently emergent thinking, as set out in Table 1.

5

Table 1
Challenges to The Traditional Thinking about The Education Environment and Aims of
Education
New Thinking

Traditional Thinking

Assumptions about the Education Environment
• Triplization: Education environment is

• Local Needs: Education environment is

characterized by globalization,

mainly characterized by the needs of

localization, and individualization

local community

• Fast Changing: Complex, full of

• Slowly Changing: Moderately uncertain

uncertainties, and changing very fast

and changing slowly

• Disappearing Boundary: Unclear and

• Stable Boundary: Still stable and

disappearing school boundary;

certain within school boundary;

Students and teachers often interact

Students enter the ‘real world’ only

with the ‘real world’ in the learning

after graduation or leaving schools

and teaching
• Continuous Development: Continuous

• Limited Reform: Limited and

educational reform and development

superficial educational reforms due to

are inevitable due to various local and

the public accountability and local

global challenges

concern

Assumptions about the Aims of Education
• Develop Multiple Intelligences in

• Equip Citizens with Knowledge and

Citizens: To support students to

Skills:

become a contextualized multiple

To equip students with the necessary

intelligence (CMI) citizen who will be

skills and knowledge to survive in a

engaged in life long learning and will

local community or to support the

creatively contribute to building up a

development of a society particularly

multiple intelligence society and a

in the economic and social aspects at a

multiple intelligence global village

certain stage

In order to meet the needs of Hong Kong society in the 21st century and respond to the
pressures of globalization and international competitiveness, Hong Kong’s education
system has undergone several major reforms. The first began in 2001 with the most
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recent occurring in 2006. This latter reform is intended to respond to the issues that
Hong Kong faces as it moves into globalization. It requires three years of junior
secondary and three years of senior secondary schooling, plus a four-year undergraduate
degree. This is commonly known as the ‘3+3+4’ system. It is hoped that this school
structure will allow students with different capabilities to reach their full potential (Ku,
2008; Law, 2006; Olsen & Burges, 2006). It aims to develop the individual student to
be able to understand and contribute to society, and learn productively over their
lifetime, thus contributing to the needs of Hong Kong as a ‘knowledge-based economy’.
Under the new structure, all students may receive six years of secondary education and
attend an open examination. It provides students with more time to enrich their learning
experiences and ‘with one less public examination, the learning time and space as well
as the learning effectiveness will be increased’ (Olsen & Burges, 2006, p.6). In addition,
it also hoped that this will lessen the pressure of open examinations.
Clearly, the degree of proficiency in the target language of the language teachers has an
impact on the effectiveness of their teaching. Therefore in 2000 the government set
requirements for English language teachers. All serving teachers of English in primary
and secondary schools were themselves expected to meet the language proficiency
requirement before the end of the 2005/06 school year. Teachers of English needed to
be able to demonstrate that they had met the basic proficiency requirement in the
following ways (Bunton & Tsui, 2002; Coniam & Falvey, 1996; EC, 1995):
a. attending authorized training courses and passing the internal assessment by the
respective institutes, or
b. sitting for the Language Proficiency Assessment for teachers, which was
administrated by the Hong Kong Examination Authority and the Education
Department.
The benchmarking examination for English language teachers in Hong Kong has
created enormous additional pressure on the profession. It seems that professional
standards for teachers are sometimes regarded as a panacea for an ailing teaching
profession and/or education system to demonstrate more accountability to society.
However, Darling-Hammond (1999, p.39) has warned about the possible ‘pitfall’ of
such standards for the teaching profession:
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Teaching standards are not a magic bullet. By themselves, they cannot
solve the problems of dysfunctional school organizations, outmoded
curricula, inequitable allocation of resources, or lack of social supports
for children and youth. Standards, like all reforms, hold their own
dangers. Standard setting in all professions must be vigilant against the
possibilities that practice could become constrained by the codification
of knowledge that does not significantly acknowledge legitimate
diversity of approaches or advances in the field; that access to practice
could become overly restricted on grounds not directly related to
competence; or that adequate learning opportunities for candidates to
meet standards may not emerge on an equitable basis.

Teachers are identified as a crucial factor in the maintenance of high quality of
education and in the success of educational and subsequent societal reforms.
It is axiomatic that teaching practices are strongly influenced by a teacher’s beliefs about
how learning occurs. This thesis will argue that these beliefs are shaped in part by
socio-political factors. If, as this thesis will further argue, the individual teacher’s beliefs
of teaching and learning need to be identified and transformed in order for real change in
teaching practice, then addressing the relationship between these factors and teachers’
beliefs must be part of the solution.
1.4.2. Educational context
There has been no shortage of complaints from politicians and business about what
is done and achieved in Hong Kong schools, with newspapers, magazines and
reports regularly describing problems in schools (Biggs, 1996; Commission on
Youth, 1998; Cheung, 2006; Solloway, 2009). In some places, stakeholders have
sued the system for failing to provide a suitable curriculum to prepare students for
life and work in the 21st century (Lauder, Brown, Dillabough & Halsey, 2006; Liu
& Littlewood, 1997; Olsen & Burges, 2006). Concerns about the outcomes and
content of education systems are not unique to Hong Kong, and are common across
the western world. As the Queensland Government, Australia, (2002, p.7-8) has
stated,
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[M]any early school leavers are alienated and disaffected with school.
They believe the studies offered by schools are irrelevant to what they
might want to do in [the] future and they have difficulty accepting
school environments. Some do not cope with the requirements and
structure of senior schooling and systems of assessment … these
perceptions of school are very real to some of our young people.

The prevailing local Hong Kong context in curriculum content has all the features of
‘academic rationalism’ described by Eisner (1992) and a ‘collection code’ as described
by Bernstein (1990). According to Bernstein, the collection code is based on strong
classification, meaning clear subject boundaries between various subjects in the
curriculum, and strong framing, meaning the boundary between what can and cannot be
transmitted is strong. In the Hong Kong context there is a strong degree of separation
between subjects and a low degree of control by teachers and students (Adamson &
Morris, 1998; Morris, Chan & Lo, 1998).
The curriculum in Hong Kong is highly bureaucratic and emphasizes the
transmission of generally abstract knowledge. Such a top-down and centralized
curriculum can have a negative effect on teachers’ autonomy and professional
development. For many students, this type of curriculum and transmission-based
teaching contributes to a loss of interest in engaging in learning activities
(Altenbaugh, Engel & Martin, 1995; Masters, 2006; Sullivan, 2003; White, 1997).
Morris, Chan & Lo (1998, p.205-206) describe the prevailing curriculum in Hong
Kong as,
fragmented and overcrowded; lacking coherence; emphasizing rote
memorization and the linear mastery of de-contextualized skills; lacking
awareness of the role of language; lacking explicit information on what
learning progress looks like; having a view that students are imbued
with a fixed quantity of intelligence; and relying on summative
assessment which focuses on trivial information and over assessment.

Furthermore, students in Hong Kong spend much of their time copying information
from the blackboard into their notebooks, and from their notebooks into their
9

assignments rather than learning from them. In the researcher’s own experience of
teaching, classrooms in Hong Kong have been dominated by the so-called 3-Ts
model: teacher-centred, textbook-centred and test-centred.
A typical Hong Kong classroom would have at least some of the following
characteristics. Teachers concentrate their efforts on the techniques of holding the
attention of a class of forty or more children. Teachers stand in front of children of
one age group who sit in straight rows facing the blackboard. Teachers believe in
testing, and seem concerned with the class of children and aim at the average, so
that gifted children tend to be held back and the less able children are blamed for
their inattention or naughtiness. The lessons are very subject centred and focus on
fragmented skills, such as (in English classes) reading skills, dictation, listening,
writing and grammar. Teachers seem to prefer a quiet classroom environment in
which interaction between students is not encouraged or even permitted. Tsoi &
Pryde (1999, p. 598) state it clearly:
Children in Hong Kong are educated in an extremely competitive
education system in which achievement is narrowly defined in terms of
examination results. Whereas academic achievement has traditionally
been valued above other forms of achievement in Chinese society, the
present emphasis on examinations goes far beyond this. The education
system has made examinations the end of learning rather than the
means of enabling and appraising its acquisition. This is reflected in
the classroom where didactic methods take precedence over learning
by exploration and problem-solving. Generally, schools offer little that
pertains to children’s overall development or that aids with the tasks
and challenges of childhood and adolescence.

The prevailing educational practices in Hong Kong as in other Asian countries see content
and skills taught in quite different ways than they are experienced or used in the ‘real
world’ outside of formal schooling. The Hong Kong school curriculum is set and
managed by the government and provides a common knowledge base for the population.
This type of curriculum has been categorized as ‘dehumanizing’ and ‘a more secular
pedagogic approach’ that reduces both teachers’ and students’ control over the selection
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and pacing of knowledge (Beck, 1999; Moss, 2004).
The curriculum also reflects the expectations of parents who hope the next generation will
be good citizens and obtain higher levels of skills to prepare themselves to succeed in a
world of turbulence and competition. Lauder, Brown, Dillabough & Halsey (2006, p.1)
explain this educational situation as follows:
Parents and caregivers see education as a way for their children to
improve on their own lives by building an understanding of their place
in the world. It is also the principal means by which young people, by
passing exams and gaining credentials, can gain an advantage in the
labour market. Teachers, as they always have, hope to pass on the
wisdom of generations in equipping students for the future.

It is the author’s view that many teachers agree that as Hong Kong children move from
primary to secondary level, they become increasingly bored and somewhat estranged or
disengaged from learning in school. If this tradition does not change and students are
not encouraged to actively engage in the learning process, ‘today’s educational
problems will become society’s tragic dilemmas tomorrow’ (Altenbaugh, Engel &
Martin, 1995, p.96).
The situation, then, in Hong Kong but also elsewhere in Asian countries, is that the
government is trying to bring about broad social and economic policy change in part
through changes in education policy, particularly with respect to the importance of
English as a global language. An assumption in this is that change in high-level
education policy leads automatically to change at the classroom level. This study seeks
to probe this assumption, in the particular example of English language classrooms in
Hong Kong. It investigates the sense that English language teachers make of the new
policies in the contexts within which they must teach. (A detailed review of teaching
English in the Hong Kong school system is discussed in Chapter 2.)
These reforms and the changes they require are causing many challenges and tensions
within schools for teachers, especially teachers of English. These tensions have been
experienced by the researcher personally, in his roles as a citizen of Hong Kong, a
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teacher of English and an executive in a large secondary high school. These
experiences indicate that there are many barriers to bringing about the reforms required
by policy changes, a position consistent with the literatures on education practice,
change in education and managing change.
Since the late nineteenth-century, numerous educational reforms movements have been
launched in Hong Kong in order to pursue a high standard education. However, it seems
that while policy-makers can develop a curriculum which incorporates current thinking
about teaching and learning of English, they tend to neglect the role that the teacher
plays in order for the successful implementation of such policies (Darling-Hammond,
1999, 2005, 2006; Hoban, 2002, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2000). It is also evident that these
same policy developers do not take into account conflicting requirements facing
teachers, such as the curriculum and examination policies in Hong Kong. The pressures
these bring on teachers and students arise because the examination policy privileges
certain knowledge and skills that are in conflict with the content and pedagogy within
the English curriculum.
Teachers are constantly being urged to change their ideas and their teaching practices in
the classroom context, and differently by different stakeholders (Bailey, Curtis &
Nunan, 2001; Noddings, 2003). Richards (1990, p.118) states the idea clearly in the
following way,
The classroom practices of language teachers are of interest to many
different people. Program administrators and supervisors are interested
in knowing whether the teacher’s instructional practices are relevant to
the program’s goals and objectives. Students are interested in knowing
whether the activities and experiences the teacher provides are helping
them develop their language skills. And researchers are interested in
studying the nature of the discourse teachers’ use in classrooms and the
interactional structure of lessons. But those with the greatest interest in
knowing what teachers do in classrooms are teachers themselves.

Although the public and the leaders from the sectors of education, industry, finance and
business are urging teachers to change in order to improve the quality of teaching, there
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seems little actual change can be found in the daily work of the teachers in the
classrooms and schools (Barth, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 2005, 2006).
1.4.3. Site of the participant schools
The two participant schools are situated in newly developed towns located in the
western part of the New Territories of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR). The geographical location is shown in Map 1. Both are secondary schools.
One was categorized as a band 1 secondary school of medium size with 1200 students.
The other one was categorized as a Band 3 secondary school, which is smaller with
around 300 students enrolled. The schools in Hong Kong are categorized as either Band
1, Band 2 or Band 3. Band 1 schools are considered as the highest performing
secondary schools and Band 3 schools are categorized as the least performing secondary
schools in Hong Kong. The students placed in Band 1 schools are the most
academically able students. For secondary school placement, primary students are
allowed access to specific schools. Students who do well on internal examinations in
their primary schools are allowed to choose Band 1 schools while students who do
moderately or poorly are only allowed to choose Band 2 or Band 3 schools. In addition,
it is the author’s experience that students in the bottom band (Band 3) tend to have
lower expectations of themselves, a characteristic that sadly is often endorsed by their
teachers, which diminishes their chances of moving into a higher group.
According to the demographic data kept by the participant schools, about ninety-nine
percent of the students of those participant schools are from working class families. All
students of the participant schools are Chinese.
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Map 1: The location of both participant schools.

1.4.4. Participants
Three teachers of English were invited to participate in this research study. Five
students from each of the three teachers’ classes were also selected as participants on a
voluntary basis.
The teacher participants were invited as case study participants according to their
teaching experience and their professional background. (Two of them have been
teaching English for more than five years while one has not). A more detailed
description of each participant teacher is provided in Chapter 5, Data Analysis and
Results.
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1.4.5. Personal Background
I have been teaching English language for 25 years before commencing my doctoral study.
I entered the teaching professional in 1978 as a primary language teacher. The most
common teaching methodology at that time was quite traditional, meaning
teacher-centred and content-driven. Thus as a beginning teacher I believed that this was
how to teach, and taught my students to know English rather than use English. That is, I
taught the grammar and different skills of language rather than focusing on
comprehension and being able to produce meaningful English.
In the late seventies, the dominant English language teaching approach in Hong Kong
was a grammar-translation approach. Teachers talked to and questioned the children for
much of the time. Teachers chose drill-type activities such as punctuation exercises,
spelling drills, vocabulary drills and reciting passages. As a result, the students at that
time were likely to reproduce the learnt sentence patterns but did not communicate with
foreigners freely.
When I came to Australia in 1988 and conducted my masters thesis on the relationship
between teachers’ beliefs in ESL education and their teaching and assessment practices
in their classroom, my understanding about language and the teaching of language,
particularly English as a second language, began to change. The major finding from my
research was that the teacher’s belief system determines the general tone or atmosphere
of the classroom, and that in turn the teacher’s beliefs and classroom tone affect the
learners in significant ways. Consequently my views on teaching and learning shifted
from a part-to-whole teaching focus to teaching within the context.
When I returned Hong Kong, I was employed as a teacher of English language and tried
to implement what I had learnt and now believed about language learning and teaching.
I implemented holistic strategies in the conduct of my lessons. Unfortunately, both
students and their parents accused me of neglecting to teach grammar items and thought
that reading extensively was not very helpful for their children in gaining higher marks.
Even though I tried to persuade them it was beneficial, they insisted that I teach in a
traditional way.
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Ongoing interactions with the enthusiastic and progressive teachers and educators
motivated me to continue with my studies and try to ascertain the importance of the role
of teachers’ beliefs in teaching and learning English as a second language.
Conducting my masters Education (Honours) research in Australian ESL classrooms
required me to account for my own beliefs as I observed the teaching of other teachers
who had experiences, beliefs and approaches to teaching of their own and not
necessarily the same as mine. The findings of this research deepened my appreciation of
what factors impact of teacher professional learning (Cho, 1990). To implement
educational changes, particularly to teaching methods requires the support of parents
and school administrators; this is what I will argue.

1.5. Pre-suppositions/ Assumptions
Eisner (1991, p.33) in his seminal work suggests that a key characteristic of qualitative
research relates to the ‘self as an instrument’. The ‘self as instrument’ is each person’s
history and world experiences, which Eisner says ‘is unlike anyone else’s’. He refers to
such knowledge as one’s personal ‘signature’ and should be considered to be a strength
of the research. Thus it is important that at this point that the key assumptions or
presuppositions held by me as the researcher are clearly articulated. Four are identified,
as follows.
1. All observable behaviours of classroom practice tend to be driven by internal beliefs.
It is important to note that the teaching approaches of individual teachers in their
classrooms strongly influence student learning because they create more effective
environments for enhancing learning. A teacher’s internal beliefs guide his/her
strategies for coping with daily challenges and shaping students’ learning
environments that in turn impact student learning and achievement (Cho, 1990;
Chou, 2008; Cruickshank, Bainer & Metcalf, 1999; Mohamed, 2006; Phipps &
Borg, 2009; Song & Koh, 2011; Tsui, 2003; Urmston, 2001). It is clear that what
teachers do in the classroom is determined not only by their knowledge of their
students, learning and discipline content, which are commonly acknowledged, but
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also by their beliefs of how learning occurs, among other things.
2. Teaching is decision making.
The act of teaching is a highly intellectual process involving continuous
decision-making before, during and after classroom instruction (Flores, 2001;
Gratch 2001; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002; National Staff Development Council,
2009). Teachers are required constantly to make decisions about their actions in
their classroom. That is, teaching involves not just the observable act but also the
mental selection of the appropriate approach beforehand and evaluation of its
efficacy during and afterwards. In English language teaching as in other teaching,
teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning determine what they choose to teach,
how they teach, why they teach the way they do, and what criteria to use in
evaluating their effectiveness. Certain cognitive skills that are not directly
observable drive teaching performance. They influence teachers’ classroom
behaviours, students’ classroom behaviours, student academic achievement, and
reciprocally, the teacher’s thinking processes, theories, and beliefs.
[T]eacher cognition is… … not static; rather, it is fluid and dynamic
(Anderson-Levitt, 1984; Schon,1983). It is continually affected by
contextual constraints and opportunities (Clark & Peterson, 1986) as
well as by student actions. As teachers act on their thoughts, they are
continually receiving feedback from their students (and/or colleagues).
This feedback establishes a loop that provides valuable information and
that has the potential to affect their thinking (Rios, 1996, p.5).

3. To learn well requires continuous engagement.
According to theories of language acquisition and cognitive development, all kinds
of learning require a high degree of continuous engagement (Bernard-Powers et al.,
2000; Cambourne, 1988; Cho, 1990). Bernard-Powers et al (2000, p.4) state,
‘Fundamental … is the idea that adults are learners just as are children, … and that
everyone learns best when there are ongoing opportunities to develop questions,
investigate, reflect, apply and share knowledge in real-life context’. As learners,
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teachers need to examine their own learning experiences and reflect on them. This is
the critical element for professional development activities, like professional reading
and attending courses, to result in incorporating innovative practices into their
teaching.
For meaningful learning, learners need constantly to revisit, reinterpret, reconstruct
and reinvent their past experiences. Learning, particularly ‘deep learning’ takes time
and rarely happens in a few minutes. The greater the degree of engagement, the
more that learning is enhanced (Cambourne, 1988).
4. Qualitative research methodology is a distinct set of methods to research
As Crabtree and Miller (1999, p.xv) state, ‘Qualitative research is a critical
addition to this science, especially with the emphasis on theory development,
reflexivity, and iteration’. To respond to the purpose of this study and its related
aims and questions, a qualitative case study research methodology and grounded
theory have been employed. Case study method is a ‘particularly suitable
methodology for dealing with critical problems of practice and extending the
knowledge base of various aspects of education’ (Merriam, 1988, p.xiii). In
addition, case study design is appropriate for examining topics where ‘there has
been little prior research’ and ‘is designed to lead to further inquiry’ (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2006, p.318). As mentioned earlier, there is a paucity of
research carried out in the Hong Kong context particularly from the teachers’
perspectives.
The case study approach enables the researcher to gain a holistic perspective and an
in-depth understanding of the phenomena embedded in the particular context
(Merriam, 1988, p.4). Through the interviews and observations of a case study, the
participants would be given the opportunities to compare their teaching practices
and the language policies proposed by the government at the time of the study in a
concrete manner.
Grounded theory also is employed in this inquiry. The collected data, it is envisaged,
will be sufficient and thick so as to support the development of a grounded theory
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(Addison, 1999; Dick, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Grounded theory is ‘not
generated before a study begins, but [is] formed inductively from the data that are
collected during the study itself’ (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.437). In a word,
grounded theory goes beyond thick description in order to develop detailed concepts
that are related to a particular phenomenon. The use of grounded theory in this study
thus enables the researcher to construct a ‘middle-range’ theory that is ‘drawn from
multiple individuals or data sources, that provides an explanation for a substantive
topic’ (Creswell, 2002, p.452).

1.6. Theoretical Orientation
The purpose of a theoretical orientation in any inquiry is to provide a theoretical basis
that both guides and frames the study so that the purpose and aims of the inquiry can be
achieved. Furthermore, it requires the researcher to summarize the previous research
literature in the related topic to not only expand and deepen the insights but also to
explore and generate ideas about the phenomena for further research (Crabtree & Miller,
1999; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Howitt & Cramer, 2005).
It was noted in section 1.4.2 above, that the Hong Kong English curriculum and
assessment policy at the time of the study placed conflicting demands on teachers and
students. It can be argued that successful implementation of a new policy depends
largely on congruent conceptual understanding and interrelatedness of the principles
and theories held by the designers and implementers. Any gaps existing in their
conceptual framework result in mismatches that can obstruct successful
implementation.
An assumption of this study is that teachers perform their teaching practices guided by
their beliefs, their cognitive schema about what and how to teach. These beliefs are
often tacit and rarely brought to the surface of the teachers’ thinking. How these beliefs
can be made explicit, in order to align policy requirements and teaching practice, is
critical yet not really understood.
This inquiry therefore draws strongly on the literature on sense-making theory.
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Sense-making theory concerns how teachers ‘come to understand their practices, [and]
potentially change their beliefs and attitudes’ (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002, p.387).
It is important to emphasise that teachers’ learning never takes place in a state of
tranquility, but is an interactive process occurring mostly within the context of their
classrooms. Sense-making theory identifies the school as an organizational culture. Its
various internal elements are seen in part as created by members from within the culture.
Teachers and what they say and do in the operation of their daily practice both inform
and are informed by that culture (Coburn, 2001; McKenzie, 2006).
As Darling-Hammond (1997, p.151) states,
… businesses and schools that are becoming learning organizations
are operating from the same principles about human performance
and motivation that psychologists have affirmed for decades: that
most people are motivated much more by the opportunity to make a
difference and the satisfaction of doing well than by extrinsic
rewards and sanctions, that information about performance and
outcomes enhances learning, that a sense of efficacy grows when
people are able to control and influence their work, and that
collaboration improves performance.
Teachers’ learning is therefore seen as a process of interpretation and sense-making
(McKenzie, 2006; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002). Teachers are expected to make
sense of the expectations and requirements from the macro-level of the education
system and translate them into appropriate practices at the micro-level of their
classrooms. Teachers have to continue engaging in making sense in their teaching
career not only for themselves but also for their students.
Sense-making theory, it is argued, also plays an important role in the cognitive process
(Dervin, 1996; Klein, Moon and Hoffman, 2006; Lant, 2002; Mills, 2003). At an
individual level, sense-making theory is a theory concerning the cognitive activity of
constructing a mental model of the current situation and how this might lead to future
action. In order to put the ideas into practice, teachers might first adopt and then adapt
the message in a curriculum policy. In this way the policy can help teachers to develop
20

new understandings or insights. In other words, implementation begins. The actions the
teachers use to transform the messages from their prior experiences into their classroom
practices can be viewed as the process of sense-making (McKenzie, 2006; Moon,
Hoffman & Klein, 2006; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002).
Constructivism is a theory of knowledge construction and ‘fits’ well with sense-making
theory. It provides an alternative way to think about the formation of knowledge and
understanding. The theory is based on the assumption that knowledge is constructed and
scaffolded little by little. In order to make sense as to how prior knowledge connects
with the new information, teachers need to make cognitive decisions by means of
appropriation, in which the process of adoption and adaptation is encouraged (Hoban,
2005; Vialle, Lysaght & Verenikina, 2000).
When implementing any new policy, it is anticipated that teachers’ cognitive schema
will be activated, which in turn enables them to adopt, implement, alter and/or adapt to
the new information through their existing knowledge. In this constructivist
development process, teachers gradually move towards educational change through
stages of reconstruction (Duke, 2004; Durrant and Holden, 2006; Forde, McMahon,
McPhee and Patrick, 2006; Hoban, 2002, 2005; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005; Turbill,
1994, 2002).
Putnam and Borko (1997, p.1249) state,
Learning of all persons, including students and teachers, is highly
influenced by their existing knowledge and beliefs because learning is
an active process in which people interpret experiences through their
existing conceptual structures to modify and expand their knowledge.

Both constructivism and the sense-making theory help teachers develop new
understandings of teaching and the new messages within the policies. They reflect the
insightful explanation and understanding on classroom practices and also provide a
conceptual lens for the examination of teaching practices and their connection to teacher
beliefs throughout this study. They also serve to situate this study within current
research and explore the complex nature of the situation in the Hong Kong context.
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1.7. Significance for profession
This research is significant at this time in Hong Kong history for the following
reasons.
Before the present study, there were few published reports or studies thematically
focused on those language policies proposed within the Hong Kong context during the
1990s and early 2000s (Bray & Koo, 2004; Cheng, 1997; Clark, Scarino & Brownell,
1994; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). This study aims to expand this
small body of literature by identifying the apparent barriers to curriculum change and
suggesting ways forward. For Hong Kong there have been several reform agendas, the
most radical appearing towards the close of this study (see Chapter 2). Therefore, within
the context of today’s global economy, it is timely to engage in this research in order to
give teachers a voice in how the policies, as they perceive them, impact on their
teaching and the learning of their students.
If Hong Kong wants to maintain its competitiveness and strong economic status, the
teachers, educators and policymakers have to think more deeply on how to prepare
young learners to become competent second language users in English. This in turn
means having teachers of English who are both competent and confident
professionals who are able to articulate their personal assumptions and beliefs.
Thus the study is not concerned with Hong Kong English and examination policies
per se, but with the interplay between teachers’ beliefs, practices and the policies
they are required to implement. Just what this ‘interplay’ is and how it is actioned
by each teacher needs to be illuminated. Arming stakeholders with such knowledge
will in turn shed light on more appropriate professional learning experiences and
opportunities within the school and beyond. The study also will contribute to the
field of policy development and implementation.
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1.8. Limitations of the Study
There are several limitations to the study that need to be made explicit.
First, the research sites are limited to two secondary schools. The data gained from the
participant classrooms therefore may not be able to present a whole picture of teaching
ESL in Hong Kong. It is hoped however that the study might provide some possible
insights and directions for the future teaching and learning of ESL in Hong Kong.
It is important also to acknowledge the depth of involvement of the researcher in the
case study sites which made the researcher at times much more than a semi-detached
participant observer (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). As the researcher was also a teacher and
Executive in one of the schools it was often difficult to remain ‘detached’. Thus there
was role-shifting of the researcher during the research: at times a participant observer
and at other times a senior colleague. The researcher tried to be not too intrusive while
he was in the participants’ classes. When interviewing, the researcher needed to talk to
the participating teachers about what was happening in their classrooms and in their
minds. However there were times when he might also need to give advice to his
colleagues or in fact be asked for advice, because of his position in the school.
Being conscious that the role of researcher and colleague shifted over the period of
research required the researcher to increase the reliability of the study through the use of
the procedures of peer debriefing and member checking.

1.9. Overview of thesis
This research study is divided into seven chapters. This chapter provides the readers an
introduction and overview of this research study. It also presents the background of the
study; purposes and aims; research questions; significance of the study; brief overview
of the methodology; and theoretical framework.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Teaching of English in the Hong Kong School
System
This chapter provides the reader with an in-depth review of the role of English as a
subject in the Hong Kong school system. The chapter first delineates an historical
review of the Hong Kong English syllabus. Then Hong Kong curriculum reforms
launched in 1994, 2001 and 2007 will be reviewed.
Chapter 3: Review of Related Literature
The chapter reviews and discusses the literature and research that is relevant to situating
the research with respect to the stated purpose, aims and questions. That guides the
study. It will explore the relevant literature concerning educational change and follow
by the definition of belief. The chapter also discusses how the beliefs of teaching and
learning a second language affect language teachers in interpreting the theories of
language acquisition in their teaching practices. A detailed discussion of sense-making
theory proposed by Weick is outlined in order to provide clear guidelines for teacher
learning.
The latter part of this chapter describes the role of teachers’ professional development.
The related literature is synthesized to provide a framework.

Chapter 4: Research Methodology

This chapter discusses the methods used to collect and analyse data, including the
theoretical perspectives of choosing the methodology. Following the description of the
participants, analytical procedures are described. The procedures in maintaining validity
and reliability are also explained.
Chapter 5: Data Analysis and results
This chapter analyses the data collected in the language classrooms from the interviews
and observations. In order to get a holistic and ‘thick’ description, all related data
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concerning with the beliefs towards second language learning and policy
implementation are disclosed. At the end of each case study, an interpretative summary
will be presented. Emergent categories are constructed.
Chapter 6: Findings and Conclusions of the Research
In this chapter, the research questions are answered. Also, a clear picture of the
relationships between policies, beliefs and practices in the field of ESL will be exposed.
A grounded theory will emerge, which is supported by the data collected in the
language classrooms. The concepts of the grounded theory will be identified and
discussed in the chapter. In addition, the enablers and inhibitors of the grounded theory
will then be identified.

Chapter 7: Conclusions of the Research

A theoretical conception is built which is based on the findings in chapter 6. A practical
application of this theoretical conception is suggested for the Hong Kong context. This
chapter makes recommendations that will inform policy makers and suggestions on
directions for further research in the related topics.
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CHAPTER TWO

Review of the Teaching of English in the Hong Kong
School System
2.1. Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to describe in greater detail the socio-cultural context of the
role of English as a subject in the Hong Kong school system. It provides an historical
overview of the Hong Kong English syllabus from 1843 to 2006 and the delineation of the
recent Hong Kong curriculum reforms.

2.2. English in Hong Kong
Hong Kong has a population of seven million and is an international centre of trade,
finance and commerce. Ninety-eight percent of the Hong Kong population is
Chinese, with Cantonese as the predominant language. English has traditionally
been the major language of government, education and business because Hong
Kong was a British colony from 1898 to 1997.
English in Hong Kong is considered to be one of the major international languages for
the majority of the Hong Kong people, and it helps speakers keep pace with other
countries worldwide. Burns (2005, p.1) confirms the importance of English, arguing
that
[I]t is a truism that English is a lingua franca, a language used locally
and internationally, not only among so-called native speakers but by
anyone wishing to activate his or her role as a member of an
international communicative network.

English is ‘a global language’ (Crystal, 2003, p.115) due to the evolution of
information and communications technology (ICT):
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[A]bout 80 per cent of the world’s electronically stored information is
currently in English. Figures of this kind relate to two kinds of data:
information stored privately by individual firms and organizations,
such as commercial businesses, libraries and security forces; and
information made available through the Internet, whether for sending
and receiving electronic mail, participating in discussion groups, or
providing and accessing databases and data pages.

With the rapid increase in the importance of English, he further explains that,
[T]he language has penetrated deeply into the international domains of
political life, business, safety, communication, entertainment, the media
and education. The convenience of having a lingua franca available to
serve global human relations and needs has come to be appreciated by
millions (p.30).

Krashen (2003, p.1) supports this idea, stating that,
English has become the world’s second language, the world’s lingua
franca. In fact, it is safe to say that it is difficult in today’s world to be
active and successful in international business, politics, scholarship, or
science without considerable competence in English.

English still holds and will continue to hold a dominant position in the Hong Kong
education system and is an important asset for economic and educational opportunity
both inside and outside Hong Kong.

2.3. A historical review of the Hong Kong English syllabus
Hong Kong is a small island which is located at the edge of the Pearl River Delta. It is
about 150 km from the city of Guangzhou in Southern China. Hong Kong comprises
three major parts: Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon Peninsula and the New Territories
and outlying islands. Map 2 shows the geographical location of Hong Kong.
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Map 2: The geographic location of Hong Kong

Hong Kong

Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon Peninsula were ceded to the United Kingdom
in 1841 and in 1859. In 1898, the New Territories and outlying islands were leased
to the United Kingdom for ninety-nine years.
Before Hong Kong became a British colony, it was a small fishing village and the
people seldom went to school. The traditional Chinese education style – mentoring –
was used, i.e. students followed their teacher to study the ancient Chinese philosophical
books, Szu Shu and Wu Ching (The Four Books and the Five Classics), during the
daytime.
In the early years of being a British colony, the Hong Kong Government did not
participate enthusiastically in the development of education. In 1843, the first
Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Henry Pottinger, set out two objectives for education
in the territory in a Minute to the Colonial Office: the diffusion of European
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Knowledge and Education and the spread of Christianity among the Chinese. In
1862, the first government-sponsored school, Central College, was established and
English was made a compulsory subject for study.
In 1878, the Governor, Sir John Pope-Hennessy, dissatisfied with the standard of
English the students acquired in the Central College, instructed the headmaster and
Inspector of Government Schools to prepare a report on the English language learning
and teaching in the Central College and in Government schools in general. After
submission of the report, a conference was organized by the Government to consider the
teaching of English in Hong Kong. The conference recommended that the teaching of
English should be the primary concern of the Government education policy and
suggested that all government schools must use English as the language of instruction
and recommended increased government spending on Anglo-Chinese schools but not
Chinese schools. Since then, English has become an inseparable element of the
education system in Hong Kong. The English curriculum for that time comprised
Reading, Dictation, Translation, Writing, Grammar and Colloquial English (Bickley,
2002, p.208-209).
It should be understood that the education system in Hong Kong followed the
British colonial practice of seeking to produce an academic elite who could act as
go-betweens in trade and administration.
Until the United Kingdom resumed the administration of Hong Kong after the
Japanese occupation during the Second World War, Hong Kong received a large
influx of immigrants from Mainland China and developed secondary production of
textiles and plastic goods. It also provided an entrepot service that allowed
Mainland China to trade with western countries.
To meet the needs of a young and rapidly growing population, the general postwar
baby boom and economic changes, the Hong Kong school system required
expansion:
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The education system helps integrate youth into the economic system …
through a structural correspondence between its social relations and
those of production … Different levels of education feed workers into
different levels within the occupational structure and, correspondingly,
tend towards an internal organization comparable to levels in the
hierarchical division of labour’ (Bowles, 1976, p.132).

In response to these pressures for education, the Hong Kong Government reacted in
two ways:
1. offering interest-free loans and favourable consideration over building sites
to voluntary associations; and
2. legislating for free and compulsory primary education policy.
In the early seventies, English education in Hong Kong was primarily for the elite, that
is for the middle and upper middle class families who usually had a high level of
education themselves. The purpose of English teaching was preparing an elite group for
university and for government and commerce. English language, then and now, was
seen as ‘a symbol of power more than a means of communication’ (Cheung, 1984, p.9).
The 1975 English syllabus attempted to shift the focus from elite to mass education,
requiring all students to learn English as a part of the core curriculum, making it a
compulsory subject for all students at secondary level. Its aim was to enable pupils to
consolidate and extend the English already learned in the primary school. It aimed to
make all students able to use basic spoken and written English language. The more
specific objectives were: to assist pupils to be capable of simple-expression in speech
and writing; comprehension of straightforward everyday English both spoken and
written; and reading for information and enjoyment when they completing in the first
three years of secondary school study (CDC, 1975, p.6).
Proficiency in English held the promise of success and also a way to shift
socio-economic status. At the end of secondary five, a standardized,
norm-referenced and centralized assessment of students’ English language
proficiency was conducted by the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination,
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which is known as HKCEE. For students who aspire to tertiary education, their
proficiency in English was again assessed, in the Hong Kong Advanced level
Examinations. The results in English proficiency in the respective examinations
have a gatekeeper role by narrowing down the number of university entrants.
Students who fail English rarely gain a placement at university.
The 1975 English syllabus also was a guide for the English language teachers who
had minimal or no teacher training. It was ‘a comprehensive guide’ to the
oral-structural teaching method (CDC, 1975, p.1). In the mid seventies, there was a
lack of trained teachers. There was a fundamental change in the education system
for learning the English language when two courses were drafted, Syllabus A and
Syllabus B. Syllabus A was prepared for the less able students. It was less difficult
than syllabus B, and was to cater for the mass form leavers. Students who chose to
sit for the Syllabus A were required to write shorter compositions and to memorize
fewer grammatical structures (CDC, 1975, p.81).
By the 1980s, there had been some changes in the economic and political environment
in Hong Kong. First, the British Government clearly understood that the British had to
return the sovereignty of Hong Kong to China in 1997. Second, there was a shift from
secondary industry to tertiary industry. Such a shift required face-to-face
communication in education, so the Hong Kong Government launched an English
syllabus in 1983.
The 1983 English syllabus aimed to cater for more sophisticated work and
employment-related contexts. It emphasized language use and its broad aim
remained to consolidate and extend the English already learned at primary schools
(CDC, 1983, p.6).
Overall, the 1983 English syllabus clearly sets out the importance of English in Hong
Kong. English can be a resource to provide a locally and internationally responsive
service, business, and commercial base and to provide opportunities for Hong Kong
students to obtain further education in English speaking countries. ‘Hong Kong cannot
afford to reduce the emphasis on English in its schools, especially since its great
neighbour, China, has afforded the teaching of English a high education priority’
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(Llewellyn Report, 1982, p.21).
In the mid-nineties, the effects of globalization grew more important and the first
post-colonial English syllabus was launched in 1999. This syllabus promoted a task
based approach to English teaching and learning aimed at developing learners’
experiences, learning styles and interests.
The task-based approach aims at providing opportunities for learners to
experiment with and explore both spoken and written language through
learning activities which are designed to engage learners in the
authentic, practical and functional use of language for meaningful
purposes. … All in all, the role of task-based learning is to stimulate a
natural desire in learners to improve their language competence by
challenging them to complete meaningful tasks (CDC, 1999, p.45).

The aims of the syllabus in Hong Kong are as follows:
[T]o offer every student the right to a second language which provides
further opportunities for extending knowledge and experience of the
cultures of other people, including opportunities for further studies,
pleasure, and work in the English medium; and to enable every student
living into the twenty-first century to be prepared for the changing
socio-economic demands resulting from advancement in information
technology, including the interpretation, use and production of
materials for pleasure, study or work in the English medium (CDC,
1999, p.7).

The subject target for this curriculum is:
[F]or learners to develop an ever-improving capability to use English to
think and communicate; to acquire, develop and apply knowledge; and
to respond and give expression to experience; and within these contexts
to develop and apply an ever-improving understanding of how language
is organized, used and learned (CDC, 1999, p.7).
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There are several new innovative elements found in the 1999 syllabus. First, this
syllabus pays more attention to meta-cognitive learning strategies, which aim for more
effective and autonomous learning. ‘Learners should be helped to master different
learning strategies, including cognitive strategies and self-management strategies, so
that they know how to plan for their learning and monitor their progress’ (CDC, 1999,
p.101).
Secondly, it assists learners to understand the culture and conventions of language use
of other English speaking countries.
A new word in the second language may draw one into awareness of a
totally new concept, and a new foreign expression may enable one to be
acquainted with the culture and conventions of language behaviour of
other countries (CDC, 1999, p.6).

Thirdly, the syllabus focuses on the learner’s interests and attitudes:
[L]anguage learning activities must be related to the learners’ needs,
interests and daily life experiences; … Learners’ needs and interests
vary at different stages and in different settings, and such differences
must be anticipated in the school curriculum, or the learning activities
become meaningless and wasteful of time and effort (CDC, 1999, p.9).

Based on the goals of official documents (CDC, 2001, 2002, 2007; EC, 1999, 2000)
another senior secondary curriculum and assessment guide proposed by the
Education and Manpower Bureau of Hong Kong was launched in 2007, namely
English Language: Curriculum and Assessment Guide (Secondary 4-6). It delineates
‘the overall aims of the subject and the learning targets and objectives for senior
secondary level’ (p.1). The Guide provides ‘detailed guidelines, suggestions and
exemplars to promote effective learning, teaching and assessment practices, and to
help schools and teachers to plan, develop and implement their own school-based
senior secondary English Language curriculum’ (p.1).
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The specific aims of this senior secondary English language curriculum enable
learners to:


broaden and deepen the language competencies they have
developed through basic education (P1- S3), so that they are
able to use English with increasing proficiency for personal and
intellectual development, effective social interaction, further
study, vocational training, work and pleasure;



further develop their interest and confidence in using English as
their understanding and mastery of the language grow;



further broaden their knowledge, understanding and
experience of various cultures in which English is used;



develop and prepare themselves for further study, vocational
training or work; and



further develop learning how to learn skills and positive values
and attitudes conducive to meeting the needs of our rapidly
changing knowledge-based society. These include the
interpretation, use and production of texts for pleasure, study
and work in the English medium.

(p.9)

In order to provide feedback to students, teachers, schools and parents on students’
strengths and weaknesses in learning and monitor learners’ progress, there are five
guiding assessment principles suggested in the Guide (p. 115-116). They are:
a. alignment with the curriculum
b. fairness, objectivity and reliability
c. inclusiveness
d. standards-referencing
e. informativeness

Significantly, Hong Kong’s education policies for primary and secondary schools are
affected by social changes, and political and economic development through which the
government hopes to equip young people for employment in the new knowledge
industries. In order to maintain its international competitiveness and the pressure of
globalization, the Guide highlights the major purposes for learning English in Hong
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Kong: ‘The English Language Curriculum provides learners with learning experiences
to increase their language proficiency for study, work, leisure and personal enrichment;
develop their knowledge, skills, values and attitudes; and promote lifelong learning so
as to enhance their personal and intellectual development, cultural understanding and
global competitiveness’ (The Guide, 2007, p.7). Their aims are mainly to ‘enable every
learner to prepare for the changing socio-economic demands’ and maintain the current
status of Hong Kong as a ‘leading finance, banking and business centre in the world’
(CDC, 2007, p.2).
It is not contestable that the issue of quality of teaching is a prime issue in the
overall enterprise of education. The curriculum policies presented above aim to
ensure the quality of learning but rarely go on to sustain teacher professional
learning. The Education Department provides only in-service workshops for
teachers of English to assist them to ‘teach well’ in their classrooms.
Broadly speaking, there are two categories of teachers in Hong Kong. Non-graduate
teachers are those who do not have a university degree recognized by the government
of Hong Kong. Normally, they are qualified to teach at primary and junior secondary
levels after completing their training at the Hong Kong Institute of Education. Entry to
the Institute requires the potential entrants to pass at least five subjects at the HKCEE.
Graduate teachers are recognized university degree holders. By obtaining graduate
status, they are permitted to teach language subjects in schools even if they do not have
relevant teacher education qualifications at the time they start to teach. The degree
holders are eligible to teach up to senior secondary levels. However, the graduate
teachers are expected to enroll in postgraduate diploma courses offered by the
universities, where they usually major in one subject.
Faced with the decreasing levels of proficiency and capability of students, the Hong
Kong government has launched various initiatives in recent years in order to
improve the level of English in schools and prepare students to meet the challenges
of the 21st century. The Chief Executive announced a long-term policy to require all
new teachers to be trained graduates. In the meantime, the government introduced a
set of language proficiency requirements for teachers in 2000. Teachers of English
needed to demonstrate they have met the basic proficiency requirements before the
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end of 2005/06 school year. The government encouraged teachers of English to
attend short courses either overseas or locally that can help teachers satisfy the
requirements of the benchmarking test. This is a compulsory process that teachers
are required to undertake in order to secure their position in a school. Such
benchmarking tests and other education reforms produce enormous stress and
pressure in teachers. Some experienced English language teachers without
appropriate majors even quit their jobs or chose to teach non-language subjects.

2.4. The Hong Kong school system
There are five sectors of the school system in Hong Kong: pre-school education,
primary education, secondary education, technical and vocational training and
higher education.
About twenty-two percent of Hong Kong’s population is at school or kindergarten. The
Hong Kong Government provides nine years of basic education for the children from the
age of six to fifteen. There are three main types of schools: government schools which are
wholly operated by the Government; aided schools which are fully funded by the
Government but run by voluntary bodies; and private schools, some of which receive
financial assistance from the Government.
Pre-school education in Hong Kong starts at the age of three. Young children may go to
kindergartens or nurseries before they enter the formal education system in Hong Kong.
All kindergartens are privately run by voluntary organizations or private bodies such as
church bodies or charitable organizations. Government assistance takes the form of rent
and rates reimbursement to non-profit making kindergartens, and provision of
purpose-built kindergarten premises in public housing estates. However, most
kindergartens are self-financed and survive on fees paid by the parents.
Primary education is the starting point of formal education in Hong Kong and offers
children basic schooling. It starts at the age of six and is compulsory. Free primary
education is the only sector comprising all government primary schools and aided
primary schools. Cantonese is the language of instruction in most schools and English is
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taught as a second language. The Education Department publishes a uniform curriculum,
but there is some degree of flexibility in adoption allowed. Primary schools may make
their own decision to follow the uniform curriculum suggested by the Education
Department, and the curriculum comprises eight to nine subjects.
In secondary education, there are three years-free and compulsory junior secondary
education from secondary one to secondary three. On completion of the primary six,
pupils are allocated free junior secondary places in government and aided schools by
the Secondary School Places Allocation System. Students’ secondary school placement
is based on their internal school assessment, scaled by a centrally administered
Academic Aptitude Test, parental choices and the division of Hong Kong into 18 school
“nets” or districts. Junior secondary schools offer a choice of subjects within a limited
range. The emphasis is on English language, Chinese language, Mathematics and
Science.
Secondary three school leavers who wish to continue their education in secondary
schools in the public sector have to take part in the Junior Secondary Education
Assessment System. The child’s performance on internal assessments in school and
parental choices form the basis for selection and allocation of secondary three students
to subsidized secondary four places.
Forms four and five are senior forms, and are classified into science, arts and
commerce streams. It is government policy that those who choose to take their
education to higher forms should meet a reasonable share of the cost.
All secondary schools normally offer five years of secondary education leading to the
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE). Secondary five leavers may
enter a two-year sixth-form course leading to the Hong Kong Advanced Supplementary/
Advanced Level Examination to prepare for admission to the universities in Hong Kong.
The students in form six and seven follow a narrow curriculum of three to six subjects.
Those classes usually have only 30 students.
In higher education, there are ten tertiary institutes, eight of which are funded through
the University Grants Committee (UGC). The mainstream higher education
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programmes are three-year courses leading to a bachelor degree.
In sum, there has been a strong tendency for the education system in Hong Kong to be
stressful and exam-orientated. From primary school onwards, students are ranked
according to their performance in examinations.
A diagrammatic summary of the Hong Kong education system is shown in Figure 1:
Figure 1: Hong Kong Study Path
Tertiary Education
(Degree: 3 Years)

Associate Degree
Or
Diploma

Post-Secondary
(2 Years)

Secondary Education
(Lower form 3 Years)
(Higher form 2 Years)

Primary Education
(6 Years)

With the policy of nine years of free and compulsory education being in operation
since the 1970’s, today almost every student receives at least five years of
secondary education. In order to lower the pressure of competition of students and
increase the international competitiveness globally of Hong Kong, the government
will introduce a new 6+3+3+4 education system in 2009. With the adoption of this
new education policy, students will receive six years of primary education, three
years of junior secondary, three years of senior secondary and four years of tertiary
education. It is expected that the implementation of the 6+3+3+4 education system
will bring a new era of favourable changes.
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2.5. An overview of curriculum reform in Hong Kong
Education reform has been an increasingly prominent theme in public policy not only in
the West but also in the East (CDC, 2001, 2002, 2007; DEST, 2003; DEET, 1998; Goh,
1997; Queensland Government, 2002; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007; Weng, 2000; Yoon, 2001).
It is a common belief that there is a close relationship between education and the global
ability of citizens.
The twenty-first century is an era of rapid changes and opportunities due to the growth in
information technology, and the emergence of the cyber age and globalisation. These
settings contribute to a shorter period of knowledge currency and increasing the need for
knowledge renewal.
However the education system in Hong Kong nowadays is failing to provide an adequate
foundation for young learners to address the needs of this rapidly changing world (CDC,
2001, 2007; Cheng, Chow & Mok, 2004; Cheng & Yip, 2006). The most recent
curriculum (CDC, 2001, 2002, 2007) inadequately trains and develops the school leavers
to be actively involved in the economic process and have generic skills for new careers.
Some may argue that the curriculum in Hong Kong context produces a group of so called
elite who may be categorized as a group of ‘high marks but low ability’ (Cheng, 2004,
p.3).
In addition, there is a current claim that overall standards of school achievement
have been falling. As Von Glaserfeld (1995, p.3) says,
[S]omething is wrong because children come out of school unable to
read and write, unable to operate with numbers sufficiently well for
their jobs, and with so little knowledge of contemporary scientific view
of the world that a large section still believes that phases of the moon
are caused by the shadow of the earth.

In order to prepare the next generation to cope with the challenges of the global village
and the cyber world, the stated goals of education in both western and oriental countries
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are increasingly focused on whole-person development, preparation for lifelong learning
and the promotion of generic skills and abilities, such as critical analysis, problem solving,
creativity and communicative competence. In response, such curriculum reform
statements began occurring in Hong Kong during the late 1990s.
2.5.1. Recent education reform in Hong Kong
According to the Sino-British agreement, education in Hong Kong maintains a great
degree of autonomy.
The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government shall on its
own decide policies in the field of culture, education, science, and
technology, including policies regarding the education system and its
administration, the language of instruction, the allocation of funds, the
examination system, the system of academic rewards and the
recognition

of

educational

and

technological

qualifications

(Sino-British Joint Declaration, 1984, P.17).
Since 1997, the Chief executive of the HKSAR, Mr. Tung Chee Hwa, has given special
attention to educational development. Realizing that the existing education system has
problems and weakness – heavy emphasis on examinations, such that students are
geared to examination results, but never enjoy learning or affectively and
psychologically engaging in learning – Mr. Tung called for a comprehensive review of
the whole structure in his first policy address. From then, a comprehensive review was
started.

The challenge for us in the next century will be to substantially enhance
the quality of our school education to facilitate an all-round
development of our young people. We will strive to achieve this by
developing an effective quality assurance mechanism that emphasises
the

accountability

of

school

management;

enhancing

the

professionalism of our teaching force; implementing a long-term
information technology education strategy, and working towards the
target of whole-day schooling for all primary pupils. In the longer run,
we will examine the structure of primary and secondary education,
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addressing the age at which students should begin the different stages
from kindergarten to tertiary education, the optimal length of various
stages of education and maintain an effective interface between them, in
order to ensure that the education system as a whole meets the changing
needs of our community (Tung, 1997).

Hong Kong is now facing a fundamental transition from an industrial society to a
knowledge society, as the economy shifts from manufacturing to knowledge-based
financial activities. In order to strengthen competitiveness in the global market, there is
a strong need to reform the examination-oriented education system:
Society is undergoing fundamental changes. As it transforms from an
industrial society, and as our economy shifts its emphasis from
manufacturing to knowledge-based activities, knowledge has become an
essential element of our daily lives and our economy. Knowledge is
being created all the time. New knowledge continues to emerge as
existing knowledge becomes obsolete. Learning is no longer confined to
school subjects or limited to classrooms; learning is no longer the
prerogative of those aged 6 to 22. The age of lifelong learning has
dawned’ (EC, 1999, P.15).

In order to prepare Hong Kong people with appropriate skills and knowledge to
encounter the new order, the Education Commission (1999) points out five major
principles guiding the future development of education in the territory:
 student-focused
 no losers
 quality
 life-wide learning
 society-wide mobilization.

By September 2000, the Education Commission published a report and stated out
the reform strategies for improving the existing education system. The government
sees learning as the key to one’s future, and that education is the gateway to Hong
Kong’s future.
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Following the above principles, the Curriculum Development Council published the
latest document in June 2001. The document overarches the following principles to
assist students in developing their independent learning capabilities which leading
to whole-person development and life-long learning:
 the development of generic skills (e.g. critical thinking, creativity,
communication, etc.) in the context of Key Learning Areas and other
relevant contexts
 the use of different methods of learning and teaching to achieve
learning targets
 the development of students’ own interests and potential

 the widening of students’ learning space for whole-person development
(CDC, 2001, p.10).
Following the reunification of Hong Kong with China in 1997, then the chief
administrator, Mr. Tung Chee Hwa, urged Hong Kong to be a place to benefit from the
two cultures – western and oriental. Since then, numerous local educational reforms and
school subjects restructuring initiatives have been initiated and implemented in schools.
The dominant policies affecting Hong Kong schools in recent years have entailed
massive central government intervention, building on those of the early 90’s. They
include:


General Introduction to Targets and Target Related Assessments. (1992)



General Introduction to Target Oriented Curriculum. (1994)



Review of Education System: Framework for Education Reform, Learning for Life.
(1999)



Reform proposals for the education system in Hong Kong: Education blueprint for
the 21st century. (2000)

The above government policies generally are led and initiated by people at higher level in
the education department as opposed to individuals or groups from schools where they are
implemented.
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2.6. The aims of Hong Kong schooling
The aims and the nature of education were not set out formally in policy documents
until the recent statement of aims of Hong Kong education for the 21st century:
To enable every person to attain all-round development according to
his/her own attributes in the domains of ethics, intellect, physique,
social skills and aesthetics, so that he/she is capable of life-long
learning, critical and exploratory thinking, innovating and adapting to
change; filled with self-confidence and a team-spirit; willing to put
forward continuing effort for the prosperity, progress, freedom and
democracy of his/her society, and contribute to the future and
well-being of the nation and the world at large.
Our priority should be to enable our students to enjoy learning, enhance
their effectiveness in communication and develop their creativity and
sense of commitment.

(Reform Proposals for the Education System in Hong Kong, 2000, p.15)
On the basis of the stated ideas of education, the well-educated person should be:
1) A person who seeks to develop his/her own individuality;
2) A person who demonstrates creative ability;
3) A person who explores their own career paths according to their
intellectual knowledge and skills;

4) A person who contributes to the development of democratic community.

2.7. A general perspective of the Hong Kong curriculum
A curriculum framework is developed as the basic structure for setting
the learning targets and ensuring the standards of students at various
stages of schooling (CDC, 2001, P.21).
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In order to keep with its goal of developing well-educated citizen, the curriculum is
designed to:
1)

help the students acquire basic abilities which enable them to tackle the
problems they will encounter;

2)

introduce common core content;

3)

minimize out-dated content; and

4)

broaden the autonomy of individual schools in organizing and implementing their
own curriculum.

The Hong Kong curriculum is mainly influenced by the British National curriculum.
It emphasizes subject content knowledge and is known as the product approach
(Morris, Chan & Lo, 1998). The curriculum comprises the following content areas;
Chinese Language; English Language; Mathematics; Economics; Geography;
History; Integrated Science; Art and Design; Music and Physical Exercises.
2.7.1. The distribution of time to different subjects
Most schools allocate time according to official policy as shown in Figure 2. But in
practice, they are strongly oriented to languages, mathematics and science, which are
derived from the traditional academic disciplines, that is, high status knowledge. Cultural
subjects, such as music and physical education, are lower in status and so are starved of
resources. Ng and Morris (1995) found that over 40 secondary schools (about 10 %) had
ceased offering music as a subject, and that many schools now offered it for one period
per week (against the recommended time allocation of two periods per week). Physical
education is treated similarly.
Ng and Morris (1995) undertook a survey to find out the actual time allocation of time to
different areas of the curriculum in 1990 and 1994. See Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Comparison with the actual time allocation of different areas of the
curriculum in 1990 and 1994
Subject
group
Languages

Suggested time
allocation (%)
35-40

1990

1994

Subject selection

34.4

36.4

Math and
science

20-25

27.1

28.5

Humanities

15-20

17.5

16.4

Cultural,
practical
and
technical

15-20

17.5

15.6

Other
learning

5

3.5

3.1

Chinese, English.
Mandarin
Mathematics,
Science,
Computer
literacy
Geography,
History, Chinese
history,
Economic and
public affairs
Physical
education, Art
and Design,
Music, Home
Economics,
Design and
Technology
Cross-curricular
activities

The Hong Kong Government encourages schools to use their professional autonomy to
decide on how to use the time flexibly to suit the needs of the specific students and
contexts of their schools. CDC suggests the following time allocation for junior
secondary:
Figure 3: Time allocation for junior secondary suggested by CDC
Key Learning Areas

Suggested
Percentage (%)
17-21
17-21
12-15
10-15
8-15
15-20
8-10
5-8

Chinese Language Education
English Language Education
Mathematics Education
Science Education
Technology Education
Personal, Social and Humanities Education
Arts Education
Physical Education

(CDC, 2001, P.76)
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For senior forms (S4-S7), the document suggests schools be given autonomy to allocate
lesson times according to the needs of the students and the characteristics of the school,
for both examinable and non-examinable subjects.
Figure 4 is an example of the time allocation of one of the participant schools:
Figure 4
Time allocations in the participating schools
Subject
Chinese
Language
Maths
Chinese
History
Economics
History

Time
Allocation
12.5%15%
12.5%15%
10%
10%
10%

Biology
Physics

10%
10%

Visual Art

10%

Health
Management
and Social
Care

10%

Subject
English
Language
Liberal
Studies
Chinese
Literature
Geography
Principle of
Accountancy
Chemistry
Computer
Literacy
Tourism and
Hospitality
Studies
Religious
Studies,
Music,
Physical
education

Time
Allocation
12.5%15%
10%12.5%
10%
10%
10%
10%
10%
10%
15%

2.8. Conclusion
It appears that the main focus of teaching English language before and after 1997 – in
colonial and post-colonial stages – was different. There were two main views, that is,
mastery of language structures on the one hand and mastery of communicative skills on
the other. However, there was not much integration of these two views in the
classrooms.
Changing a school system to meet the needs of the twenty-first century is not a simple
task. A key problem seems to be that language curriculum and examination policies are
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unrelated to each other and indeed tend to contradict each other. These policies do not
tell teachers what to do, but only create the policy context and provide the rationale for
the range of options available in deciding what and how to teach. There is a real
struggle over the interpretation and enactment of policies. In addition, policy makers
appear to be unresponsive to the plight of teachers in implementing them at school level.
To improve and reform our school system, one must attend not only to teaching and
learning skills but to beliefs, values and knowledge as well.
This chapter explains in-depth about the development of the role of English as a subject
in the Hong Kong school system and the historical overview of education reforms. The
following chapter reviews and discusses the related literature that is relevant to answer
the research questions.
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CHAPTER THREE
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

3.1. Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to relate previous research to the questions under
investigation. The review provides an important link between existing knowledge of the
related areas and the proposed research questions for the research study. It demonstrates
the familiarity of the researcher with the existing knowledge in the related fields, and also
presents a critical argument that enhances and supports the study.
From the writer’s perspective, the process of writing the review chapter of related
literature is ‘interactive’. The researcher may ‘carry on a dialogue with previous studies
and work in the area’ (Merriam, 1998, p.50).
As discussed earlier, the study aims to investigate the relationships between teachers’
beliefs and practices and government policies in the teaching of English as a Second
language in Hong Kong secondary schools from the perspectives of three teachers and
their students. In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, it is necessary to present a
comprehensive review of the literature that relates to the research questions of the study.
This chapter draws upon a range of related discipline areas in order to explore the notions
related to educational change and how teachers make sense of mandated curriculum and
examination policies and requirements that are presented to them. The outcomes of such
‘sense-making’ impact on teachers’ beliefs and the practices that are enacted in the
teachers’ classrooms and ultimately in their professional learning.
The process of writing this review required the researcher to set out the information in a
linear format as demonstrated in Figure 5. However it is important to note at the outset
that the various ‘funds of knowledge’ reviewed throughout the study informed and
situated the study in ways that were far from linear.
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Figure 5
Flow chart for the chapter of literature review

The notion of change

Educational change

The nature and the origin
of teachers’ beliefs

Sense making Theory

Professional learning

Conclusion

The review therefore begins with a focus on change because the world is being
transformed at a dramatic rate. Our world is widely regarded as moving from an industrial
era into a knowledge era and as educators of our present and future generations, we also
must adapt in way that meet the transformation of our times. This is particularly so for
students in Hong Kong where there have been several major educational reforms in the
past twenty years, as discussed in the last chapter.
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To respond to the current climate and the impact of globalization, new technologies and
social pressure, schools and teachers need to change rapidly (CDC, 2001, 2007; DEST,
2003). Such rapid, drastic and wide-ranging educational changes create enormous
pressures and tensions in the school system of Hong Kong as is happening worldwide.
Implementation of educational policies is difficult. The current reform initiatives call for
more intellectual content and pedagogy for all students, thus challenging deeply rooted
held beliefs of teachers. The reform agendas are demanding, questioning the traditional
understandings of teaching, learning and subject matter that many Hong Kong teachers
presently hold. Thus, to better address the problem of educational change, the role the
teacher plays cannot be underestimated. In order to unpack the importance and the
formation of teacher beliefs, the study draws on sense-making theory (Coburn, 2001,
2004, 2005; Weick, 1979, 1995, 2001).
Within the complexity of the classroom situation, teachers are agents engaged in making
sense of their classroom and teaching context. Thus the researcher will focus on the
effects of educational change on teachers through an organizational lens and examine the
way the teachers understand (make sense of) the policies messages. Following the section
on sense making theory, the professional learning of teachers is reviewed with a special
focus on the characteristics of effective professional learning. Without the grounding in
these fundamental concepts, such as sense-making theory and teacher learning, the
research would have neither the direction nor the capacity to make the argument it does.
Finally the conclusion attempts to pull together the threads of the overall discussion and
proposes a model that stems from the findings of the related literature. The implication of
this grounded model will help frame this study and could be used to underpin future
professional learning program of teachers in Hong Kong context.

3.2. The notion of change
This part presents a background for the notion of change and the roles and responses of
teachers in an era of change. Changes are everywhere. We face change at home, at work
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and more widely in society and the world. Change is a noun that has become synonymous
with rapid development in an era of globalization. Change has become a part of living.
‘We live amid dramatic political, social, economic and organizational changes. Our
perspectives are changing, as are our lives. … [Our lives] have gone through rapid
changes’ (Dalin et al., 1993, p.3). Change is a global phenomenon.
What is change? The meaning of change differs between individuals. Barker (1989)
suggests that change is a paradigm shift that is ‘a change to a new game, a new set of
rules’ (p.15). Duke (2004) assumes change is ‘a difference or departure from the status
quo’ (p.16). Others see change as a matter of ‘grabbing hold of some aspect of the motion
and steering it in a particular direction that will be perceived by key players as a new
method of operating, or as a reason to reorient one’s relationship and responsibility to the
organization itself, while creating conditions that facilitate and assist that reorientation’
(Kanter, Stein and Jick, 1992, p.10). Given this variation in definition, for the purpose of
this research study, the researcher adopts this simple and direct definition: ‘change is a
process of making things and people different and going beyond the existing system or
pattern’.
Change may involve people and things. Daft (1983, p.266-267, cited in Duke, 2004, p.18)
identifies four general kinds of change:
1.

Technology changes: Changes in the production process

2.

Product changes: Changes in outputs, including goods and services

3.

Administrative changes: Changes in supervision and management

4.

People changes: Changes in the attitudes, skills, expectations, and
behaviour of individuals

Duke (2004, p.18) further develops the idea in the following way:
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Changing people

Changing things

Behaviour modification

Organization design

In-service training

Organization development

Learning

Re-culturing

On-the-job training

Re-engineering

Professional development

Re-inventing

Staff development

Restructuring

Chan (2001) identifies three revolutions or major changes in the history of human
development: agricultural, industrial and information technological. Looking back a long
time ago, the advent of human knowledge of how to sow and grow crops was the first
revolution. People remained in an agrarian lifestyle until the industrial revolution in
Europe in the 19th century. In the countries affected this brought enormous changes,
including the whole education system and particularly the teaching of skills for the new
jobs. Students only learned enough to work at particular jobs and earn their living. ‘An
educational system (at that time) … function[ed] as an honest selection mechanism, to
assure the best and brightest [became] heads’ (Keating, 2000, p.701). However, by the
end of the 20th century, an information technological revolution had commenced. The
rapid technological revolution caused an analogous transformation in education at the
same time. An entirely new model of education became necessary to suit the needs of the
technological era. In this new kind of education, all students are urged to have a higher
standard of academic attainment in their learning because they have to prepare themselves
to be capable to live in an era characterized by change, not stasis, and handle new skills
during their lifetime. In the new model of school education, critical thinking and skills of
communication are highly emphasized as classroom experiences. The role of teachers,
students and parents is shifting as policy makers think about altering/reforming
educational policy to meet the needs of the community. Keating (2000, p.700) compares
the characteristics of education in the industrial and information ages in Table 2:
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Table 2
Keating’s Comparison of Education in the Industrial and Information Ages
Industrial Age

Information Age

Conceptual grasp for the

Conceptual grasp and

few; basic skills and

intentional knowledge

algorithms for the many

building for all

Factory models, vertical

Collaborative learning

bureaucracies

organizations

Nature of diversity

Inherent, categorical

Transactional, historical

Dealing with diversity

Selection of elites, basics for

Developmental model of

broad population

life-long learning for

Educational goals

Anticipated workplaces

broad population
Pedagogy

Knowledge transmission

Knowledge building

Prime mode of learning

Individual

Collaborative

Society has changed and the characteristics of the youngsters that teachers teach have
changed. However, schools themselves have basically changed little since the industrial
revolution (Evans, 1996; Hargreaves, Earl and Ryan, 1997; Harreveld & Singh, 2006;
Queensland Government, 2002; Sarason, 1990). Richert (1997, p.73) encapsulates this
notion and argues that change is at the centre of school life.
[E]verything about school changes all the time: the children change, the
communities they come from change, the subject matters change, the
teachers change, the purposes of school change, the sources of support
for schools change as does the demand for support resources.

Education has been under pressure to change in the rapidly changing societies of today in
order to equip the next generations to meet the demands of commercial and political
sectors. But the education systems are blamed for not catching up with the societal
changes and many schools are found to have remained as they were. Consequently, many
large scale educational innovations/reforms in Hong Kong Australia have been launched
(for example, CDC, 1999, 2001, 2007; DEET, 1998; EC, 2000; Queensland Government,
2002) in the last two decades in order to ‘improve’ the quality of education systems. The
researcher believes the terms change and reform can be used interchangeably because
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change without improvement seems meaningless. Also, improvement without change is
impossible. If we continue to teach young people by using the same methods and
philosophy that we have used in the past decades, nothing will be improved.
The impact of globalization and international competition urges rapid changes in every
society. In such an era of fast transformation, education reforms have been become
predictable in education system with a hope to maintain the competitiveness of each
country and pursue a new future in the new millennium. As discussed in Chapter 2, Hong
Kong has seen quite dramatic changes over the past twenty years. It is therefore not
surprising that there have been many educational changes as well. Just how to expedite
this process is the challenge that faces Hong Kong.

3.3. Educational Change
In response to the various challenges, many countries have initiated educational change
agendas (CDC, 2001, 2007; DEET, 1998; DEST, 2003) to improve and develop the
quality of teaching and learning.
In particular, Cheng, Chow & Mok (2004, p.3) argue that school education in Hong Kong
should be reformed from a ‘traditional site bounded’ paradigm towards a new
‘triplization’ paradigm which emphasize the development of students’ contextualized
multiple intelligences.
Hargreaves, Earl and Ryan (1997, p.160) state,
Important changes are also at work in the movement from a written to a
visual culture within a world of greater technological complexity. As we
have seen, new technologies pose significant questions for relationships
between teachers and students, school and home, classroom life and the
world beyond.

From this, we have no doubt that changes will continue to influence the education system
and teaching methods. Many changes in teaching and learning theories have been
proposed over the past few decades, but more change is inevitable.
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From the perspective of providing a good and sound foundation for our coming
generations, our education system and possibly the educational goals require substantial
changes not only in response to cries of falling standards but also to enhance every
opportunity to lead all youngsters to a satisfying and contributing life.
As stated above, it is the belief of the researcher that educational change is another name
for educational reform. Educational change is defined as any processes of intentional
change aimed at improving the outcomes of teaching and learning. ‘It is a change to alter
the goals of education, improve the learning expectations of students, enhance the way
students are instructed and assessed as well as how educational functions are organized,
regulated, governed and financed’ (Duke, 2004, p.31). Of course, the origin of
educational change includes political, social and economic forces within society. They are
strong motives to accelerate the pace of educational change (Cheng, Chow & Mok, 2004;
Crawford, 1999; Helsby, 1999).
According to Crawford (1999, p.299),
Education reform became a site of ideological conflicts, as
conservatives saw an opportunity to advance their agenda. …Politicians
on the Right articulated a critique that made sense to frustrated parents.
They drew connections between declining test scores, innovations like
whole language and the ‘new math’, child centred approaches that
de-emphasized rote learning, and moral relativist, as exemplified by sex
education and the ban on school prayer. They had no trouble identifying
the enemy: the ‘educational establishment’ portrayed as a bureaucratic
leviathan dependent on big government and loyal to its liberal social
agenda.

Fullan (1991, 2010) also believes that the pressures for educational changes come from a
number of ‘external’ and ‘internal’ forces. Levin (1976) states there are three origins of
educational change:
1. through natural disasters such as earthquakes, floods, famines, and the like;
2. through external forces such as imported technology and values, and immigration; and
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3. through internal contradictions, such as when indigenous changes in technology lead
to new social patterns and needs, or when one or more groups in a society perceive a
discrepancy between educational values and outcomes affecting themselves or others
in whom they have an interest. (Cited in Fullan, 1991, p.17)
While Fullan highlights the two motives (force 2 and 3) for educational change,
Hargreaves (1994) proposes four factors which contribute to educational change: social,
political, cultural and economic. These factors are clearly visible in the Hong Kong
context.
Hong Kong has reported a great deal of educational changes since 1997, for example:
CDC, 2001, 2007; EC, 2000. These reform proposals can be tracked back to the first
policy address announced by the Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR), Mr. Tung Chee Hwa. Teachers are expected to change
the whole ‘perception and approach of teaching’, ‘to develop students’ competencies in
many high productivity workplaces’, and ‘bring a paradigm shift’ (Wong, 2000). The
forces of economic competitiveness and socio-political stability have become the key
component in educational change in Hong Kong since 1997.
In some theories of educational change, the theory of change frames has been used to
describe the change process in educational settings. Hoban (2002) summarises the frames
that influence educational change and views educational change as a ‘complex system
with multiple frames or elements acting together as a system to produce non-linear
interaction’ (Hoban, 2002, p.36). The following are the frames that Hoban argues
influence educational change:
 School leadership
 Teachers’ lives and their work
 School culture
 Structure
 Politics
 Context
 Teacher learning
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Hoban (2002) describes the context of educational change a ‘spider web’. Each of the
frames is interconnected and ‘change in one frame affects change in others’ (p.37). This
notion is presented in Figure 6.
Figure 6
Educational change as a complex system

Little (1994) identifies five main streams of educational reform that place more emphasis
on the teacher as an individual:
1) reforms in subject matter teaching, i.e. standards, curriculum and pedagogy;
2) reforms in equity to meet the need of a diverse student population;
3) reforms in student assessment;
4) reforms in the social organization of schooling; and
5) reforms in the professionalization of teaching.
Reforms in the teaching of subject matter require teachers to have a more in-depth
knowledge of subject matter, competence in transmitting that knowledge in instructional
activities and skills in managing classroom to enhance students learning actively. It
requires a substantial transformation of what teachers know and believe, including what
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they know and believe about learning and how they teach in the classroom.
Reforms in equity to meet the needs of diverse student populations require teachers to
work collectively on classroom practices that lead to school systemic changes. And
reforms in student assessment require teachers to develop their expertise in use of
authentic assessment procedures.
Reforms in school organization require a fundamental restructuring of schools, and
redesign of the school from ‘organizing the training and support to implement a program
or a set of readily-transferable practices’ (Little, 1994, p.3). Reforms in
professionalization of teaching require that teachers be given the authority to adapt
instructional strategies to meet the needs of students and to assume responsibility for the
curriculum.
Little (1994) concludes that the above five streams of reforms cannot be done well
‘piecemeal’ or in ‘isolated classroom’, and instead suggests the need to transform whole
systems. Many studies support this idea (e.g., Duke, 2004; Durrant and Holden, 2006;
Forde, McMahon, McPhee and Patrick, 2006; Hoban, 2002).
Reeves et al. (2003, p.20) agree and affirm that ‘changing the individual is not enough: if
we … improve learning for pupils in our schools then we must focus on change at school
level, and this is a complex process’ (Cited in Forde, McMahon, McPhee and Patrick,
2006, p.79).
In the above frames, transforming the beliefs of teachers is in the centre of and prior to
any kinds of school change. Peterson and Knapp (1993, p.137-138) state clearly that the
teacher plays a crucial position in school change.
Teachers’ enactments of suggested reforms are profoundly influenced
by the theories and beliefs that they currently hold… they interpret
reform recommendations in light of their existing assumptions and
frames. If not privy to the underlying assumptions and understanding of
the author, teachers may attempt to incorporate the ‘new information’
without re-examining their existing understanding. Educators who are
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expected to implement surface features of the constructivist reforms
without being given time and access to consider and interpret for
themselves the assumptions and ideas about learning that underlie these
reforms may miss the main meaning of the reform, while adhering to the
letter of the suggested procedures.

Oolbekkink-Marchand, van Driel & Verloop (2006) agree and affirm that successful
implementation of educational reform requires teacher acceptance and devotion to the
principles of the related reform agendas. ‘The modification of teacher beliefs is assumed
to be indispensable for the successful implementation of educational reforms’ (Meirink,
Meijer, Verloop & Bergen, 2009, p.91). That is, simply changing the infrastructure of
school and superficial teaching behaviours is insufficient to bring successful change.
Teachers are the potential school reformers. Changing schools or educational system
without teachers’ help or initiatives seems to be an empty vessel. In order to implement
reforms in our school systems, teachers have to reconstruct their beliefs and their own
understanding of various reforms and associated premises. Those in charge of educational
reform in Hong Kong should therefore acknowledge that teachers are key figures in any
educational reforms. Teachers not only feel pressures from the reforms but also feel they
must tune their instructions to expectations from students, parents and the local
community (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Fok, 2004; Hargreaves, 1994: MacGilchrist &
Buttress, 2005; Turbill, 2002; Whitton, Sinclair, Barker, Nanlohy & Nosworthy, 2004).
Reform initiatives may challenge teachers’ deeply held beliefs. They often generate
controversy and substantial conflict that make successful implementation difficult. It
follows that that in order to succeed in implementing the initiatives, teachers’ beliefs
should be open to change. It is envisaged that this study will provide insights into how
such a process can begin.

3.4. The nature and origin of belief systems
To restate the aim of this study, it is to explore the relationships between the beliefs and
practice of three secondary school teachers of English in Hong Kong. Teacher
psychological factors have received a great deal of attention in the teacher education
literature since 1970s because they help teachers and educational researchers to make
sense of the complex nature of the classroom (Cho, 1990; Clark and Peterson, 1986;
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Elbaz, 1981, 1983; Flores, 2001; Freeman, 1989, 2000; Haworth, 2005; Lawton, 1973;
Urmston, 2001). It is necessary to discuss the key terms used in the study to provide
clarity.
It is therefore important to ask why the beliefs teachers have about teaching and learning
are so important to education? To answer this question, let us first discuss what a belief is,
and then how it works. Beliefs (often referred to as one’s ideology) should not be
understood just as ‘an idea’ or ‘abstract speculation’. It is more clearly understood as ‘a
worldview, as a way of making sense of the world and giving meaning to the events,
actions, relationships and phenomena in the world’ (Smith & Lovat, 2003, p.27).
Looking closer at teaching and learning in the classroom context, Kagan (1990, p.423)
defines teachers’ beliefs as ‘the highly personal ways in which a teacher understands
classroom, students, the nature of learning, the teacher’s role in the classroom, and the
goals of education’.
Different researchers use different terms. There is a lack of consistency in the
terminology used to describe teachers’ beliefs. Some metaphors of teachers’ beliefs have
been used to describe psychological facets in teachers’ minds. The terms used to
designate the teacher’s mental processes included teacher conceptions (Boulton-Lewis,
Smith, McCrindle, Burnett & Campbell, 2001), teachers’ thinking (Calderhead, 1987),
belief system (Cho, 1990), espoused theories (Day, 1999), conceptual system (Feldman &
Altman, 1978), practical knowledge (Elbaz, 1981), teacher perspectives (Pratt, 2002) and
teachers’ cognition (Rios, 1996).
The use of different terms makes it difficult to investigate the field of teachers’ belief
research without clarifying the assumptions being made. Pajares (1992, p.309) addressed
this difficulty and he states:
They travel in disguise and often under alias – attitudes, values,
judgements, axioms, opinions, ideology, perceptions, conceptions,
conceptual systems, preconceptions, dispositions, implicit theories,
explicit theories, personal theories, internal mental processes, action
strategies, rules of practice, practical principles, perspectives,
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repertories of understanding, and social strategy, to name but a few that
can be found in the literature.

Although each of these metaphors has different meanings, they hold the common idea
that they are cognitive structures embedded in the teachers’ schematic system that guide
the teacher’s behaviours and practices. They are interchangeable and inextricable. They
are ‘simply different words naming the same thing’ (Clandinin & Connelly, 1987, p.488).
It is noted that the terms concerning the psychological aspects of teachers are used
interchangeably throughout the study.
According to theories of constructivism, knowledge is constructed and scaffolded (Vialle,
Lysaght & Verenikina, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985). Individuals are active
agents engaging in experimentation based on previous knowledge and experiences. The
researcher believes that beliefs have the following characteristics:
1.

beliefs are accumulated through experience;

2.

beliefs guide teaching/learning practices.

3.4.1. Beliefs are accumulated through experience
All teachers spend time training in higher education or teaching institutes where their
beliefs formed and accumulated. However, researchers have suggested further that the
years of being a student in schools are mostly like an apprenticeship period in which
teachers’ beliefs are developed (Ghaye and Ghaye, 1998; Lortie, 1975; Schon, 1983,
1987). Nespor (1987, p.320) states that beliefs ‘are composed mainly of episodically –
stored materials derived from personal experiences or from cultural or institutional
sources of knowledge transmission’.
Kagan (1992) noted that changes in teachers’ beliefs are seldom the result of simply
reading and applying research findings. The experiences in the classrooms contribute the
generation of beliefs. Teachers formulate their own ideas from actual practices. It is clear
that classroom experiences have an impressive impact on teacher beliefs (Beijaard,
Verloop & Vermunt, 2000; Borg, 2003, 2006; Cohen, 1990; Cohen & Hill, 2000;
Grossman and Richert, 1988; National Staff Development Council, 2009; Phipps & Borg,
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2009; So, Cheng, Fong, Ng & Tang, 2001; Tsui, 2003, 2005; Walker, 2007). It seems
therefore that because teacher beliefs are derived from experience and retained in the
long-term memory of the teacher’s schematic system that they are not easy to change.
Research shows teachers are very resistant to changing their embedded beliefs (Almarza,
1996; Clark, 1988; Kagan, 1992; Pickering, 2005; Richardson, 1996). In fact Richardson
(1996) argued that changing teachers’ beliefs would occur by means of socialization and
experiences.
Preliminary results of a longitudinal study of teachers’ learning to teach English in Hong
Kong secondary schools1 reveal that teachers as ‘a group are quite cohesive and not open
to change, as evidenced by the widespread resistance to government-initiated innovations
such as a task-based curriculum and the benchmarking of language teachers’ (Urmston,
2001, p.179).
However while teachers’ beliefs are said to be difficult to change, others suggest they can
be changed by means of particular experiences with students and knowledge the teacher
acquires (Guskey & Sparks, 1996; Hinson, Laprairie & Cundiff, 2005; Huebner, 2009;
Lund, 2004; Richardson, 1996 cited in Lang, Olson, Hansen & Bunder, 1999; Tsui, 2003).
As Nespor (1987, p.320) states, ‘some crucial experience … produces a richly-detailed
episodic memory which later services the student as … a template for his or her own
teaching practices’. This concept of belief is that it is the result of our understanding of
knowledge and experience.
Surprisingly, there have been few relevant studies carried out in this area in the Hong
Kong context (Lee, 2000; Leung, 1987; Sengupta & Falvey, 1998). One early study by
Leung (1987) examined English language teachers’ attitudes towards a communicative
approach. In his study, Leung administered questionnaires to 967 teachers in Hong Kong.
The finding revealed that most trained teachers would like to be flexible in adopting
teaching approaches instead of accepting a definitive one. They have a pragmatic attitude
towards the communicative approach: they have accepted the potential strengths of the
approach but use it sparingly – only when the situation allows for it. The study states
clearly that teachers’ professional knowledge and beliefs can be changed by means of

1

Teachers were enrolled in a TESOL program of a BA course at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
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experience and training.
To conclude, it seems that the experiences of the teacher can be a critical catalyst for
changing the beliefs of teachers. It follows therefore that if beliefs are accumulated
through experience then teacher beliefs are more likely to change as the teacher becomes
more experienced. It seems reasonable to assume then that teachers’ beliefs transform as
they develop their pedagogical content knowledge, which in turn guides them in how to
organize their classroom and the ways to treat their students. What is not clear in this
literature is just what activates this progression of events.
3.4.2. Beliefs guide teaching practices
It is an unquestionable axiom that teachers’ beliefs play a critical role in their teaching
practice because they guide teaching behaviours. Nespor (1987) argued that there were
two key areas where beliefs impacted on teaching behaviours; task definition and
knowledge organization. According to Nespor, the contexts of teachers’ work make
beliefs especially potent for defining tasks and organizing the relevant knowledge.
Teaching frequently involves a large amount of information, open constraints and the
absence of a single correct solution. Nespor suggested that beliefs are used to make sense
of the uncertainty of the classroom contexts when ‘many standard cognitive processing
strategies … are no longer viable’ (1987, p.325). To make it clear in teaching context,
these behaviours include: implementing curriculum; planning the lessons; interacting with
students and assessing the learning outcomes. They influence the decisions teachers make
during planning and when they interact with students.
Planning is the process teachers use to decide how best to select,
organize and deliver a learning experience to maximize both teacher
and student achievement and satisfaction … good teachers consider
both what to teach and how to teach it so that teaching and learning are
worthwhile for all (Cruickshank, Bainer & Metcalf, 1999, p.127).

According to Clark and Peterson, ‘teachers’ theories and beliefs, represent a rich store of
knowledge that teachers have that affects their planning and interactive thoughts and
decisions’ (1986, p. 258).
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Other studies suggest that a strong relationship exists between belief and practice and an
important factor in this relationship is the degree to which a teacher is able to articulate
and reflect on their beliefs (Cho, 1990; Clark and Peterson, 1986; Nespor, 1987; Pajares,
1992; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Tsui, 2003; Urmston, 2001).
Ng and Farrell (2003) examined the role that teachers’ beliefs of play in the teaching
grammar in Singaporean classrooms. They found that the participant teachers directly
corrected students’ errors because they thought that this approach was faster than eliciting
these errors and they also believed that elicitation was valuable in theory but
time-consuming and not practical in their context. Borg (2006) extended the results and
argued that teachers’ beliefs have a powerful effect on teachers’ pedagogical practices in
the classroom.
It is suggested that the job of teachers is to connect the micro and macro levels in order to
make a course successful (Sheyholislami, 2001). The macro level is about what is
expected to ‘take place during the course and what is supposed to be achieved’ while the
micro level ‘consists of smaller units, for instance activities, utterances made by the
teacher to give directions, asking questions, responding to questions, and in general the
ways in which the global and local units are carried out in a classroom’ (p.7).
Thus teachers need to plan and make decisions and judgements to carry out their job. In
other words, they need to think about their ultimate goal and how they go about it. Hong
Kong teachers are no exception, yet is seems they are reluctant to move away from
traditional teaching methods particularly in ESL. This study attempts shed light on this
issue.
3.4.2.1. Preactive and Interactive phases of the teaching process
Teachers’ experiences in schools and knowledge of subject content determine their
classroom practice (Cheng & Falvey, 2000; Flores, 2001; Gratch, 2001; Kelchtermans &
Ballet, 2002; National Staff Development Council, 2009; Walker, 2007).
Classrooms are complex environments in which teachers engage in the process of
decision-making: they need to articulate their beliefs in their classrooms, organize
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instruction, manage the class and deal with numerous encounters during the pre- and
inter- active procedures. What kind of decisions teachers make reflects their beliefs and
expectations about the content and their students. Decisions put the actions and beliefs
together.
Teachers spend a lot of time with their students in the classroom where teaching and
learning are supposed to take place. Teachers make professional decisions before each
lesson in planning which may focus on management and instruction. In designing
teaching activities in the preactive phase, teachers consider a lot of factors and decisions.
They have to decide on subject matter to be covered, the information to be given to the
students, the procedures to be demonstrated, the books and materials to be used, or
assignments to be given. These decisions vary, depending partly on the experience the
individual teacher may have (Calderhead, 1984; Gratch, 2001; Phipps & Borg, 2009;
Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Tsui, 2003, 2005).
Experienced teachers may do the planning in their mind while less experienced teachers
often find it helps their confidence to write out their plans to help them to remember what
to do during the lesson. Tsui (2003) observed four teachers of English in Hong Kong and
identified four major characteristics of preactive thinking in which novice and expert
teachers differ. The first characteristic is that expert teachers exercise more autonomy
while rules and models guide novice teachers. It is mainly because expert teachers are
‘fully aware of the contextual variables that they need to consider when planning. From
their experience, they know what works in the classroom and what does not’ (p.29).
The second characteristic is that expert teachers are more efficient than the novice
teachers. The expert teachers spend less time in planning because they have stored
‘well-established routines’ that they can recall when they are planning the lessons.
The third characteristic is that expert teachers are much more flexible than novice
teachers in planning. The planning thought is the fourth characteristic, meaning the expert
teachers plan the lesson according to their ‘rich and integrated knowledge’ (Tsui, 2003,
p.30). When they plan, they ‘integrate their knowledge of the curriculum, the students,
teaching methods and strategies, the context including expectation of the principal,
teachers and parents, the classroom setting, the time of the day, the time of the year, and
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so on’ (Tsui, 2003, p.30).
Teacher planning does influence the opportunities to learn and shapes the outline of
teaching procedures. Planning serves as maps that inform teachers of the appropriate
route for managing the teaching activities.
During the process of teaching, the teachers often need to adapt their lesson plan
according to how the students respond to the lesson. Teachers therefore will revise their
scripts in response to students’ understanding and participation. They make their lessons
make sense to their students and themselves.
In the interactive phase, the teachers need to make several immediate decisions to
maintain the activities implementation and make sure their plan can be completed in the
classroom.
Teachers’ actions in lessons are sometimes influenced by students. Teachers are
constantly assessing the situation and students’ responses, making decisions about what to
do next. These decisions have been seen as ‘in-flight’ decisions, as teachers have
inadequate time to reflect or seek additional information before actions are taken.
Cho (1990) researched the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their teaching and
assessment practices in ESL education in Australia. He found that the teachers who had a
well-articulated belief system were more effective and confident in their classroom
practice. He also found that teachers’ beliefs were directly affected by professional
development courses, teaching experience, the school program/syllabus and the students’
responses. He presented the model in Figure 7 to describe the relationship between beliefs
and practice and the function of articulation and confidence (Cho, 1990, p.212).
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Figure 7
The function of Articulation and Confidence
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Other studies further suggest that the degree of congruence between beliefs and practice is
affected by the teachers’ ability to articulate and reflect on their beliefs. Thompson (1992)
states, ‘However, it is by reflecting on their views and actions that teachers gain an
awareness of their tacit assumption, beliefs and views, and how these relate to their
practices’ (p.139).
There are several studies on how teachers’ experiences affect their teaching practices.
Teachers and learners are individuals. They each bring their own experiences to the
classroom. The experience mainly formulates from their academic background,
experience of being a student, teaching experience and their personal life experience
(Anning, 1988; Borg, 2003, 2006; Flores, 2001; Gratch, 2001; Guskey & Sparks, 1996;
Hawkey, 1996; Hinson, Laprairie & Cundiff, 2005; Johnson, 1992; Lortie, 1975). Such
experience shapes their beliefs, expectations and conceptions of how students learn,
which influences their teaching practices per se.
When teachers plan and implement instructional activities, they make assumptions in
defining the tasks and thinking about their students. Beliefs are the integral component of
the process of teaching that teachers use to assist them to make assumptions. Teachers
assume differently when they plan for and teach their classes.
To conclude, teachers’ beliefs are the mélanges of experiences and knowledge. Teachers’
beliefs guide teacher behaviours in the pre-active, inter-active and post- active processes
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of teaching. When teachers implement, plan and assess their activities, they make
assumptions on student teacher relationships, classroom discipline and subject content.
3.4.2.2. Teachers’ knowledge
Because the focus of the present study is to examine how teachers’ beliefs affect their
teaching practices in their second language lessons, teachers’ knowledge is a major factor
to be explored. If the teachers are expected to be successful in the alignment of
educational reforms, then teachers’ beliefs and knowledge will be the target of change.
Both teachers’ beliefs and knowledge have an important role in teachers’ teaching and
learning to teach (Borko and Putman, 1996; Duffield & Hodge, 2009; Phipps & Borg,
2009; Tsui, 2003, 2005).
Wenger, Snyder & McDermott (2002) explain the nature of knowledge in these ways:
1. knowledge is knowing how;
2. it is both tacit and explicit;
3. it is both social and individual; and
4. it is dynamic

(Cited in Tsui, 2005, p.4)

Calderhead (1996, p. 715) defines teacher knowledge as ‘factual propositions and the
understandings that inform skilful action’. Teachers’ knowledge is understood as
‘schema’, meaning the learned knowledge stored in memory and which the teacher tries
to use to interpret, react and make sense of classroom events.
According to Woods (1996), the term knowledge refers to things ‘we know’ and accepted
facts that have been demonstrated or are demonstrable. Knowledge can be identified as
things that have been proved to be true or are generally accepted as true. Thus, skills,
experiences, and memories are types of teacher knowledge that influence the way
teachers construct their teaching tasks.
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As Resnick (1991, p.1) states,
The empiricist assumption that dominated many branches of psychology
for decades, the assumption that what we know is direct reflection of
what we can perceive in the physical world, has largely disappeared. In
its place is a view that most knowledge is an interpretation of
experience, an interpretation based on schemas, often idiosyncratic at
least in detail, that both enable and constrain individuals’ processes of
sense-making.

Teachers’ pedagogical knowledge is therefore seen as personal, practical and tacit
knowledge that is developed by engaging in the teaching courses and accumulating their
daily experiences in the teaching context. Teachers’ overall knowledge is deemed to be
teaching competence and includes both content/subject matter knowledge
(knowledge-that) and pedagogical knowledge (knowledge-how).
For the sake of the study, teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge is discussed because
‘it identifies the distinctive bodies of knowledge for teaching’ (Wilson, Shulman &
Richert, 1987, p.8). It is different from the knowledge of a subject. According to Shulman,
pedagogical content knowledge is a form of content knowledge that,
[E]mbodies the aspects of content most germane to its teachability.
Within the category of pedagogical content knowledge I include, for the
most regularly taught topics in one’s subject area, the most useful forms
of representation of those ideas, the most powerful analogies,
illustrations, examples, explanations, and demonstrations – in a word,
the ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it
comprehensible to others … [It] also includes an understanding of what
makes the learning of specific topics easy or difficult: the conceptions
and preconceptions that students of different ages and backgrounds
bring with them to the learning (Shulman, 1986, p.9 cited in Wilson,

Shulman and Richert, 1987, p.114).
Pedagogical content knowledge includes a thorough understanding of what is to be taught
and the knowledge of teaching techniques required to do so. Teachers need to hold
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knowledge about how to teach the subject, how learners learn the subject, how curricular
materials are organized in the subject area and how particular topics are best included in
the curriculum. Pedagogical content knowledge integrates knowledge from all these
domains (Grossman, 1990; Putman and Borko, 1997, 2000).
The concept of pedagogical content knowledge enhanced research on the relationship
between subject matter knowledge and pedagogical knowledge. It shows how content
knowledge is transformed for the purposes of teaching. Teachers find ways to adapt to,
represent and tailor it to the needs of learners (Grossman, 1990; Smith, 1999).
Although Shulman and his colleagues highlight the importance of pedagogical content
knowledge, it cannot clearly distinguish the commonalities of subject matter knowledge
and general pedagogical knowledge and pinpoint the experiential factor that is also an
important part of the tacit knowledge of teachers in organizing the lessons.
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) classified the knowledge teachers need into two
categories: knowledge-for-practice and knowledge-in-practice. Both of them have a high
priority for teacher learning. Knowledge-for-practice, in their words, describes a
particular knowledge which involves subject matter content and instructional strategies.
Generally this kind of knowledge is gained from the institution in terms of the way in
which teachers are instructed. Knowledge-in-practice refers to a kind of knowledge that
teachers use in the actual classroom situation where they interact with students. Generally
knowledge-in-practice comes from their experiences of everyday life in school.
Doubtless to say, teaching experience makes a substantial contribution to interconnecting
teachers’ knowledge. Without experiences, teachers may not articulate the knowledge and
beliefs into their practices efficiently and effectively (Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000;
Smith, 1999).
It is believed that when teachers make suitable assumptions they can create a positive
classroom climate and foster learners’ learning autonomy. Students will then feel secure
and ready to take academic risks. In short, students’ competence and abilities are
enhanced.
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Schmidt and Kennedy (1990) conducted a longitudinal study of teacher candidates’ and
experienced teachers’ beliefs about teaching, learning and subject matter. Their results
reveal that although teachers hold heterogeneous beliefs about teaching, learning and in
many cases subject matter, teachers’ beliefs were consistently influenced by how teachers
thought about their subject matter and what they did in the classes. ‘A teacher who
believes students should be both tracked and grouped, and who believes that slow learners
should receive minimum competency instruction, defines his task in radically different
ways than a teacher who believes none of these things’.
In the present study, it is clearly shown that there is a strong interactive relationship
between the conceptions of the teacher’s experience, teacher’s knowledge, teacher’s
beliefs and teaching practices. Teachers’ beliefs drive teaching practices by means of
making assumptions. The experience and knowledge of a teacher play a strong role in
framing his/her own beliefs, which may lead to change and/or add to beliefs. With respect
to teachers of English in Hong Kong schools, it would be fair to say that there is a strong
reliance on the textbook and grammar because teachers do not tend to have the depth of
knowledge that they may need.
Jarvis & Pell (2004) studied the effects that a standards-based constructivist in-service
training had on primary school teachers’ confidence, beliefs and subject content
understanding. They found that after the in-service training, the teachers did change their
classroom practices to reflect the new techniques they learned. However, these changes
were not driven by teachers’ underlying pedagogical beliefs as measured by pre/post
assessments. The teachers’ beliefs remained stable six months to one year after
participating. It was clearly noted that teachers engaged in changing teaching techniques
and beliefs need sufficient time to see consistent benefits, building their confidence in
how they articulate their subject matter knowledge, after which they are more willing to
adopt student-centred instructional methods (Jarvis & Pell, 2004; Lee, Hart, Cuevas &
Enders, 2004).
In general, studies found that teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge, their skills in
implementing the curricular messages and their confidence in the knowledge and skills
were fundamentally linked to their beliefs about how a second language should be taught
and learned (Luft, 2001; Watts, 2005).
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Figure 8 below shows the relationship between teachers’ beliefs, teaching practices and
the assessment procedures.
Figure 8
The relationship between teacher’s belief, teaching practices and assessment
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Teachers’ beliefs and knowledge are just two of many factors in teachers’ minds but they
influence the decisions teachers make during planning and when they interact with
students. In order to assist teachers to change the way they think about how a second
language is taught and learned, professional learning programs can be beneficial and
supportive if they address teacher beliefs in the ways indicated by these studies.
In terms of educational change, policy makers and classroom teachers might
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misunderstand each other because they have different belief systems, and teachers will
use their own beliefs to interpret the messages of the official agendas. Clearly this is a
way that results of the reforms in Hong Kong schools can be weakened. It is reasonable to
suggest that if policy makers want to introduce and support the policy more successfully,
they have to understand and alter teachers’ beliefs in advance. Some researchers even
claim that all school reform agendas do not take teachers’ beliefs into account, so that all
reforms are unsatisfactory and consequently rejected (Borg, 2003, 2006; Eisenhart et al.,
1988; Tsui, 2005).
There is a further consideration of teachers’ knowledge. The changing pressures from the
rise of the information era means it is therefore insufficient for the Hong Kong school
system to provide students only with basic literacy and numeracy skills. Students need
also to attain more sophisticated skills like high order thinking and problem solving, and
they need to be highly literate in more than their mother tongue. Hong Kong students are
expected to be biliteral and trilingual. If we want to have a better educated generation,
there is no doubt that our educational system needs to be transformed to meet the needs of
society and the changing world. To do so means we must include teachers in the process
of change rather than impose changes upon them.

3.5. How are teachers to respond to these changing agendas?
In this era of constant change, teachers are constantly challenged to change their ideas and
their teaching practice in response to the changing context of the school system. The
cognitivistic concepts of ‘appropriation’ and ‘sense -making theory’ can be applied to
understand the process of change in beliefs. In the words of cognitivists, minor changes in
beliefs can be assimilated into the existing belief system but major changes in beliefs
require the process of accommodation (Atherton, 2009). Pajares (1992, p.321) listed four
conditions that encouraged teachers to accommodate conflicting beliefs. First, they must
recognize the anomaly. Second, they must want to reduce the inconsistencies among
beliefs. Third, they must believe that the new information should be reconciled with
existing beliefs. Fourth, they must see that assimilation has been unsuccessful. ‘Change in
beliefs follows, rather than precedes, change in behaviour’ (Pajares, 1992, p.321).
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There is a large range of individual differences in schoolteachers, such as different views
of the purposes of schooling, what teaching involves and how learning occurs. These
differences lead to different responses to the changing educational system. Teachers may
behave quite differently to each other, and some common stereotypes can be used to
represent different types of teacher. The first and most common type is the adopter, who
is easily persuaded to change. The second type, the stone-ager, is the kind of teacher who
does not react to change proposals and continues to teach within his/her comfort zone.
The third type, the aggressive practitioner, is more progressive. He/she makes innovative
changes in the classroom to advance the educational proposals.
Teachers need a supportive system to build up their internal capacity for improvement.
Capacity means the ability to learn continuously in order to respond to the rapidly
changing socio-political environment. Teachers need to have confidence in articulating
their beliefs in the process of teaching, in developing a unique way of working and
organizing their own learning. They need the capacity to improve the relationships with
and between students, and keep the pace of educational change.
Durrant and Holden (2006, p.4) quoting McLaughlin (1997) argue that,
Teachers need to think about their classrooms, cultures and
professional roles afresh, rebuilding their professionalism to take
account of concepts of teacher leadership and agency.

To try to survive in this era of change, teachers should be encouraged to take an active
part in their professional learning. Such learning is important for them to develop greater
professional confidence and capacity to adopt new approaches to teaching in their minds
(Durrant, 2003; Frost et. al., 2000).
Research also has found that educational reforms are resisted by teachers and they usually
fail to implement them (DuFour, Eaker and DuFour, 2005; Duke, 2004; So, Cheng, Fong,
Ng & Tang, 2001). Teachers object to educational reforms because changes do not match
their own rhetoric of teaching and learning (Sikes, 1992) and they do not have the sense
of ownership on the process of changes. Reform needs to be grounded in an
understanding of teachers’ professional lives and development (Durrant and Holden, 2006;
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Fullan and Hargreaves, 1996; Helsby, 1999; Sarason, 1995).
Frost (2004, p.2) states,
[T]eachers need practical support to enable them to deploy whatever
energy and ingenuity they have in ways that are strategic and in
harmony with overall school priorities.

Fullan and Hargreaves (1992, p.4) quote Pink’s barriers to effective innovation in
schools:
1.

an inadequate theory of implementation, including too little time for teacher
to plan for and learn new skills and practices;

2.

district tendencies towards new skills and practices;

3.

lack of sustained central office support and follow-through;

4.

underfunding the project or trying to do too much with too little support;

5.

attempting to manage the projects from the central office instead of
developing school leadership and capacity;

6.

lack of technical assistance and other forms of intensive staff development;

7.

lack of awareness of the limitation of school administrator knowledge about
how to implement the project;

8.

the turnover of teachers in each school;

9.

too many competing demands or overload;

10.

failure to address the incompatibility between project requirements and
existing organizational policies and structures;

11.

failure to understand and take into account site-specific differences among
schools;

12.

failure to clarify and negotiate role relationships and partnerships involving
the district and the local university - which in each case had a role, albeit
unclarified.

(Cited in Groundwater-Smith, Brennan, McFadden and Mitchell, 2001, p. 258)
The common causes of failure in educational changes have been well documented in the
vast educational change literature (Duke, 2004; Durrant and Holden, 2006; Fullan, 1991,
2010; Sarason, 1995; Stoll and Fink, 1996 to name a few). In order to sustain school
improvement, teachers’ professional skills and the sense of ownership should be
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improved. Ingvarson (1997, p.31) states, ‘To have the best schools, we must have the best
teachers. What teachers know and can do is the most important influence on what
students learn’. In order to construct their understanding and meaning of the educational
reform agenda, teachers have to reconstruct an appropriate interpretation of their practices
in light of the policy messages and make sense of their teaching context.
The classroom is a complex and relatively unpredictable environment. Doyle (1979, p.44)
depicts the classroom as follows:
A classroom is multidimensional in that many events occur over time,
many purposes are served, and many people with different styles and
desires participate. The sheer quantity of elements, in other words, is
large. In addition, many events in a classroom occur simultaneously.
While phrasing a question, a teacher must monitor different levels of
involvement in work, search for an appropriate student to answer,
anticipate interruptions, and judge whether particular students are
violating classroom rules. … The simultaneous occurrence of multiple
elements shortens the time frame and confers immediacy to the flow of
classroom experience. Decisions must be made rapidly with little time
for reflection. At the same time, these qualities of classroom life together
with a high frequency of interruptions make the course of events at a
given moment unpredictable (Cited in Tsui, 2003, p.30).

It is understood that teaching can be seen as a meaningful, interactive activity in particular
organizational conditions. Teachers need to have close interaction with their colleagues,
parents and the principal; they share their values, habits and beliefs to formulate the
culture and traditions of a particular school; they need to face the challenge or to
implement the reform policies proposed by the government. Teachers’ learning should
not be viewed as a linear process but a spiral process of scaffolding and sense-making.
Teachers have to continue engaging in constructing knowledge and making sense of their
teaching not only for themselves and also for their students.
Within sense-making theory, teachers ‘come to understand their practices, potentially
changing their beliefs and attitudes’ (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002, p.387). It is
important to emphasise that teachers’ sense-making process never takes place in a state of
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tranquility; on the contrary, it is an interactive process within the context. Sense-making
theory seems to be a useful lens for understanding how and why teachers do or do not take
on board new educational reforms as teachers use these new educational reform agendas
and recommendations to make sense of future messages from the environment (Coburn,
2001, 2004). The new messages from the reform agendas impact teachers’ existing
schemata or worldview and provide opportunities for teachers to reconstruct their deeply
seated beliefs through modifying their existing practices. It is argued that the new
information will not be accepted or accepted partially by the teachers and therefore no or
minimal change will occur to worldview (McKenzie, 2006). This will be discussed in
more detail in the following section.

3.5.1. Sense-making Theory
Sense-making theory emerged in the late 1970s in the field of organizational context. This
theory has gained popularity because of its focus on ‘understanding organizational
process makes it flexible enough to be applied to a diverse range of organizational
outcomes’ (Mills, 2003, p.2). It is also a theory of exploring the ability to make sense of
an ambiguous situation. According to Kari (1998, p.3), sense-making is a process of
‘getting an understanding of or attributing meanings to something’. He further to point
out that sense-making is ‘a set of metatheoretic assumptions and propositions about the
nature of information, the nature of human use of information, and the nature of human
communication’ (Dervin, 1992, p.61-62 cited in Kari, 1998, p.3).
Sense-making theory is also an important part of a cognitive process (Dervin, 1996; Klein,
Moon and Hoffman, 2006; Lant, 2002; Mills, 2003). At an individual level, sense-making
theory is a theory concerning the cognitive activity of constructing a mental model of the
current situation and how it might ‘make sense of particular contexts’ and ‘make sense in
the particular time-space of that context’ (Dervin, 1996, p. 7).
Education has its own characteristics from the way that it encapsulates the different
uniqueness of different disciplines, such as sociology, psychology, linguistics, economics,
management, culture and pedagogy. Davis & Marquis (2005, p.333) state, ‘the field
brachiated into a set of partially overlapping, partially competing theories of organization’,
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recognizing the school as an organization in which its various elements interact, and are
created and influenced by its members.
Sense-making theory is based on both cognitivist and constructionist perspectives and
aims at examining the process of organizational changes and the implementers’ attempt to
make sense of an ambiguous situation and their recognition of the inadequacy of their
current understanding of the events (Dervin, 1999).
Cognitive theory suggests that there are shared schema and mental models that occur
within a particular social group. Their previous individual experiences serve to create the
means by which the organizational world is understood (Timperley & Robinson, 2001;
Vaughan, 1996; Weick, 1995). In terms of the framework of Constructionists, teachers
are active learners who construct their knowledge and make sense of the world and learn
by interpreting events through their existing knowledge and beliefs. Change is ongoing
and a form of negotiation between individuals and the group as it is formed and
restructured (Coburn, 2001, 2004; Weick, 1995). If we use ESL teachers in Hong Kong as
examples, they would select information or cues from their environment and decide on
what that information means and develop a certain set of actions in response. In the
process of implementing reform initiatives, teachers may therefore create and develop
their own interpretation (McKenzie, 2006) and not necessarily those meanings intended
by the policy writers. This is a critical point and one that seems to have been given little
credence in the implementation of current reforms in Hong Kong. This study aims to
inform this very issue.
In identifying the school as an organizational culture, its various internal elements are
seen as created by members from within the culture. In other words school routines,
structures and classroom cultures are partially influenced by actions and interactions of
teachers and other members of the culture, including parents and the students themselves.
In this study, teachers are used as an example to illuminate the sense-making dimension
of the implementation process. What a policy means for the teachers who are to
implement it is constituted in the interaction of their existing cognitive structures, which
includes knowledge, beliefs and attitudes, their situation and the ‘sense’ they make of that
policy. In other words, in order to construct the meaning of a policy’s message and
educational innovations, teachers follow the same trajectory: they ‘first notice, then frame,
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interpret, and construct meaning for the policy message’ (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer,
2002, p.392).
In the Hong Kong context the message of a policy such as an English curriculum, forms
new information that impacts teachers’ prior knowledge, experience and beliefs about
how a second language is learned; this in turn causes a sense of cognitive dissonance
(Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999; McInerney & McInerney, 1998). For teachers to
incorporate the concepts of such a policy into their existing beliefs and understandings of
teaching and learning, it is argued that they are required to reconstruct or modify or
otherwise alter their existing knowledge and beliefs. Teachers can apply the newly
accumulated views and learned practices to make sense of future messages from the
outside world (Coburn, 2001, 2004; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002; Weick, 1995).
However, teachers may not fully accept the policy and instead make their own
transformation of what is meant, that is, they may accept only partially the information or
even totally reject. This may be one key reason why most educational reforms,
particularly those in second language learning, have been unsuccessfully implemented by
teachers in the Hong Kong context.
According to Weick (1995), sense-making theory consists of seven interrelated properties
and each of them interacts with the other in making sense. These properties assist the
researcher to form a framework to understand not only the ways teachers implement the
messages of the policies and their teaching practices, but also the process of changing
their beliefs and attitudes on teaching and learning a second language in the classroom
context.
Weick (2001, p.464) proposes some indicative questions as to how these seven properties
of sense-making can be used in the context of organizational research.
1. Identity: does the design give people a distinct, stable sense of who they are and
what they represent?
2. Retrospect: does the design preserve elapsed data and legitimate the use of those
data?
3. Enactment: does the design encourage action or hesitation?
4. Social: does the design encourage conversation?
5. Ongoing: does the design enable people to be resilient in the face of

79

interruptions?
6. Extracted cues: does the design enhance the visibility of cues?
7. Plausibility: does the design encourage people to accumulate and exchange
plausible accounts?

It is important to add that these points are not presented hierarchically nor can any one of
them stand separate from each other. They are interconnected and influence each other.
These properties should be seen as a framework through which to understand
sense-making.
3.5.1.1. Sense-making and identity
The first notion is that sense-making is grounded in identity construction which
influences all of the other properties of sense-making to be understood. Mills (2003, p.55)
states, ‘identity construction is at the root of sense-making and influences how other
aspects, or properties, of the sense-making process are understood’.
Sense-making begins with a sense-maker in the process of making sense (Weick, 1995,
p.18) because the human has a strong incentive to promote self-enhancement, efficacy
and consistency.
When people hope to make sense of whatever happens around them, this will lead to
implications for the way people see themselves. Teachers make sense of events in their
school environment through their own lens, which may impact their own sense of identity.
‘People simultaneously try to shape and react to the environments they face’ (Weick,
1995, p.23). Sense making occurs due to ‘a failure to confirm one’s self, or in the service
of maintaining a consistent, positive, self conception…’ (Mill, 2003, p.55). If a negative
image threatens the teachers’ sense of self, they may ‘alter the sense they make of those
images even if this means redefining the organizational identity’ (Weick, 1995, p.21).
The notion of identity construction is at the top of importance in sense-making theory
which can project into the environment and the consequences observed (Weick, 1995,
p.20).
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3.5.1.2. Social sense-making
Weick (1995) attempts to deal with an individual-social dichotomy and expresses
sense-making as a social activity. It is easy to understand that sense-making is basically
an introspective process in which we make sense in organizations when we are talking
and exchanging ideas with others.
Weick (1995) draws our attention to the fact that,
1.

we make sense for ourselves, drawing upon a common language and
everyday social interaction (i.e., our individual thoughts are social in
the language we use and the actions we engage in);

2.

an individual’s sense-making is ‘contingent on the conduct of others,
whether those others are imagined or physically present’ (Weick,
1995:39). In other words, how a person makes sense of a situation
will depend to some extent on how others react or are thought to be
reacting;

3.

we make sense for others. Part of the sense-making process involves
sharing ideas with others, influencing how they make sense of events.
In other words, my expression of a sense of a situation is in part the
outcome of how I see the situation and in part an outcome of how I
want my expression to be received (Mills, 2003, p.57).

By participating in the process of sense-making, we make sense for others and influence
how they perceive the situation. Within an organization, individuals use routines, rules,
symbols, language and scripts in the process of sensing making. If these rules and
routines are shown to be ineffective, individuals ‘either continue to persist with them or
revert to their own more individual sense-making’ (McKenzie, 2006, p.22).
Social interactions can help sense-making not only because the individual teachers learn
from others but also the group interactions can also help teachers to construct their own
practice (Coburn, 2001; Weick, 1995).
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3.5.1.3. Sense-making cues
Sense-making is focused on extracted cues that individuals draw upon to ‘develop a larger
sense of what may be occurring’ (Weick, 1995, p.50). There are many cues confronted by
people in life and one may only notice a few cues because of one’s own filter. Cues are
important in the process of sense-making because they ‘tie elements together cognitively’
(Weick, 1995, p.54) and provide, ‘a point of reference, against which a feeling of
organization and direction can emerge’ (Smircich and Morgan, 1982, quoted in Weick,
1995, p.50).
A process of selecting cues is to make meaning of them and then act on those meanings,
such that organizational structures, culture, social structures and routines are established
and maintained over time (Coburn, 2001). Using such a lens in this study, the researcher
may be able to identify the process of ‘cue selection’ that Hong Kong ESL teachers
choose and the sense they make of them.
3.5.1.4. On-going sense-making
Sense-making is a constant process in which people are unconsciously engaged.
‘Sense-making never starts’ because it is an on-going process (Weick, 1995, p.43). If a
flow is interrupted, it can create an emotional reaction, such as shock, which can
influence the subsequent flow of sense-making. It also can create an emotional reaction
that results in drawing attention to the previously unnoticed flow of sense-making. This
aspect of sense-making is involved when any type of change is introduced without
adequate preparation and discussion. Without this type of prior preparation,
‘organizational breakdowns can occur where the sense of the interruption is not
adequately addressed and negative emotions are encouraged to develop’ (Mills, 2003,
p.62). When people hope to make sense of those interruptions, they usually try ‘placing
new information into pre-existing cognitive frameworks’ (Coburn, 2001, p.147) and use
their prior knowledge or existing schema to make sense of them.
An example could include the introduction of a new educational policy into school
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without adequate discussion or appropriate training as had occurred in the Hong Kong
context. Some teachers may experience difficulty in engaging in a change in worldview
and thus experience the effects of cognitive dissonance.

3.5.1.5. Retrospective sense-making
Sense-making is retrospective. Weick (1995, p.24) identifies retrospection as the
‘distinguishing characteristic’ of the sense-making process. He argues that sense-making
is always retrospective because people reflect on what has occurred. This means that we
rely on what we know to help us to make sense of the current situation. When people look
backward for past events, it produces power to impact on the change process. ‘The
attention is directed backward from a specific point in time (a specific here and now),
whatever is occurring at the moment will influence what is discovered when people
glance backward’ (Weick, 1995, p.26).
In the process of changing, teachers face a lot of choices that they need to make. Weick
(1995, p.29) states ‘the feeling of order, clarity, and rationality is an important goal of
sense-making’. Teachers have to think how best to proceed to implement the policy into
their classroom and incorporate into their current practice. Teachers then decide how and
where to begin the process by reflecting on their previous experiences.
For the teachers of English as a second language in Hong Kong schools it seems there is a
need for them to carry out this process within two key policies: the English curriculum
and the examination system. How they manage this process needs to be clearly articulated
in order to support future reform implementation in ESL teaching.

3.5.1.6. Plausibility
Sense-making is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. Sometimes, people make
decisions by using ‘incomplete (sometimes inaccurate, sometimes conflicting)
information that they nonetheless feel certain enough about to act’ (Mills, 2003, p.66). In
short, plausibility is a feeling that something makes sense, feels right, is somehow
sensible, and fits with what you know (Mills, 2003, p.67).
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Plausibility depends upon context and contains some elements of ‘pragmatics, coherence,
reasonableness, creation, invention, and instrumentality’ (Weick, 1995, p.57). People use
their previous experiences to decide whether the information is plausible and they make
sense to others. ‘It should embody past experiences and expectations, resonate with other
people, can be constructed retrospectively but also can be used prospectively, capture
both feelings and thought, allow for embellishment to fit current oddities, and is fun to
construct’ (Mills, 2003, p.67).
Accuracy, according to Weick, is not as important as plausibility in the process of
sense-making because
1.

people need to distort and filter, to separate signal from noise given their
current projects;

2.

sense-making is about the embellishment and elaboration of a single point of
reference or extracted cue;

3.

speed often reduces the necessity for accuracy in the sense that quick responses
shape events before they have become crystallized into a single meaning;

4.

where accuracy does become an issue, it does so for short periods of time and
with respect to specific questions;

5.

understanding of events are influenced by the interpersonal, interactive,
interdependent quality of organizational life;

6.

accuracy is defined by instrumentality. It is project specific and pragmatic;

7.

stimuli that are filtered out are often those that detract from an energetic,
confident, motivated response; and

8.

it is almost impossible to tell, at the time of perception, whether the perceptions
will prove accurate or not.

(Weick, 1995, p.57-60)

In order to implement educational innovative reforms, teachers first focus on surface
features rather than the underlying structural ideas. It is possible therefore that teachers in
Hong Kong are more likely to draw on the surface features of those policies that connect
to their prior experiences, namely their own learning contexts as students.

3.5.1.7. Enactment
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Enactment is crucial in sense-making, which enables a person to reflect upon their actions
and often select specific elements to focus on in order to make sense of these actions. It is
another way of ‘referring to the social construction of reality’ (Weick, 1979, p.164) and
‘is first and foremost about action in the world, and not about conceptual pictures of that
world’ (Weick, 1995, p.36). Through enactment, people construct an environment in
order to both reflect upon their actions and to provide opportunities for future actions.
By engaging in sense-making, the actors can make sense of a particular situation and its
outcomes. Mills (2003, p. 70) summaries the notions of sense-making in the following:
A key part of Weick’s notion of sense-making in organization is
enactment which refers to the construction of social reality through
action that is then (retrospectively) made sense of by the actor or
actors involved. People act in one way or another, and in so doing
come to make sense of their actions in ways that constrain and also
provide opportunities for future actions. How people come to construct
social realities through enactment is influenced by the ‘ongoing’
nature of sense-making, the enacted cues that people use to build a
sensible story around the situational and social contexts in which
retrospective understandings occur, the need for plausibility in story
construction, and the impact of sense-making activity on identity
construction.

By applying sense-making theory to the implementation of an educational innovation,
Coburn demonstrates that collegial interactions among teachers influence the process, by
which teachers ‘adopt, adapt, combine and ignore messages from the environment,
mediating the way messages from the environment shape classroom practice’ (Coburn,
2001, p.158). By using the sense-making process, teachers can shape their understandings
and contributes to translate the abstract ideas into reality.
In order to put ideas into practice, teachers first adopt and adapt the policy, after which
the policy can help teachers to develop new understandings or insights into the changes.
The actions through which the teachers moved to transform the messages from their prior
experiences into their classroom practices can be viewed as the process of sense-making.
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The sense-making model reflects the insightful explanation and understanding of
classroom practices and also provides a conceptual lens for the examination of teaching
practices and beliefs throughout this study. It also serves to situate this study within
current research and explore the complex nature of the situation in the Hong Kong
context where teachers must implement an English curriculum that is innovative within
an examination system that reflects a focus on a more traditional view of learning.

3.6. A glance at the Hong Kong context
Over last two decades, the Hong Kong government has launched a number of major
educational reforms. As well, many teaching and learning policies have been developed
in order to maintain Hong Kong’s competitiveness in the world, in the hope of developing
the potential of students to meet the needs of Hong Kong as a knowledge-based economic
centre. The teaching of English in particular has been the subject of focus, as English is
seen as the language of the globalized world. However, these policies challenge the
deeply-held beliefs of teachers and their classroom behaviours.
Unfortunately, it appears that there is rarely positive feedback to the process of change,
because it is usually anxiety producing. This may be because of insufficient support,
inadequate time and/or non-supportive school culture. If such circumstances are present,
it is hardly surprising that educational reforms often fail.
It is important to note that the challenge to change in the field of education remains a high
priority, and the degree of success is determined by the actual change in the work of
teachers in the classrooms and schools. In the comprehensive consideration of the
implementation of the educational reform agendas, teacher beliefs have to be changed
before any kind of transformative process because it directly influences how teachers
teach.
Reviewing failures in the implementation of policies in Hong Kong indicates that there is
a lack of capacity, perhaps the knowledge, skills, beliefs or other resources, of teachers. It
is the belief of the researcher that implementing policy should involve a process of
cognitive transformation in which sense making and appropriation are not only involved
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but also acknowledged as a vital aspect of the implementation process. Sense making
theory and subsequent appropriation are grounded in the cognitive framework, which will
assist the researcher to understand the process of teachers’ learning within reform
situations. Sense making is not a simple decoding of the policy message, it is a process of
comprehension and interpretation that draws on the individual teacher’s knowledge,
experience, understanding, beliefs and attitudes. Implementation of any policy is a
personal interpretative work and a set of cognitions, of mental representations that
operates as a lens through which teachers look at the reform initiatives and adapt their
beliefs of teaching and learning accordingly (Coburn, 2001; McKenzie, 2006; Mills, 2003;
Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002).
From these ideas, we can conclude that teachers are persons who also need opportunities
to learn. The notion of teacher-as-learner is commonly accepted by teachers and teacher
educators. Professional teaching is an ongoing career and it is understood that teachers
need to be continuously learning throughout their career. It is expected that by means of
professional learning, teachers ‘become confident owners of the knowledge as it applies
to their particular contexts and needs’ (Turbill, 2002, p.97).

3.7. Professional Learning
Thus far this review has explored the literature on the notion of change, educational
change, the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices and sense-making theory.
It is hoped that what is emerging for the reader is the degree to which these fields of
knowledge are interconnected. It seems clear that sense-making can be viewed as the
underpinning phenomenon that activates, ultimately, changes in teachers’ beliefs and
practices and necessary for educational change. It is important now to consider the
literature on professional learning with a view to just how it provides opportunities and
supports for teachers to make sense of that which they are required to learn.
Teachers’ professional learning is now of growing interest as a universal issue in the field
of teaching. It plays a critical part in teacher learning and teacher effectiveness. Although
it receives a high priority in the research literature, the concept of teacher development is
unclear (Evans, 2002). Fullan and Hargreaves (1992, p.8-9) point out that,
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We will not attempt to define the term teacher development at this
stage of the chapter. As will become clear we use it both to refer to
specific developments through in-service or staff development, as well
as to more thorough advances in teachers’ sense of purpose,
instructional skills and ability to work with colleagues.

There is a need to clarify and define the concept of teacher learning because of the need to
share understanding. The absence of shared understanding can cause difficulties in
identifying the critical features of the process of teacher learning.
Various terms are used to mean teacher learning programs, such as, ‘professional
development’, ‘professional learning’, ‘life-long learning’, ‘in-service training’, and
‘continuing professional development’. While researchers and policy-makers use the
terms differently, they are used to mean the same thing – to improve teachers’
performance to support students’ learning.
Researchers have moved towards a better understanding of the term ‘professional
learning’. In some contexts, the term refers to courses, like in-service days and/or
workshops, while in others it refers to a process of a teacher changing his or her teaching
practices within some structured experience which can happen within the teacher’s own
classroom.
For the purposes of this study the research has adopted Friedman and Phillips (2004,
p.362) view that ‘professional learning is an ongoing process which enhances teachers’
knowledge, skills and practice’. Furthermore they claim it will be of benefit to the
individual teacher, foster personal development, and produce professionals who are
flexible, self-reflective and empowered to take control of their own learning.
3.7.1. Approaches to Professional Development
Educators and scholars propose a range of approaches to the professional learning of
teachers. There is little doubt that the target of every professional program is to enhance
teachers’ professional learning to develop their teaching practice and promote the
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achievement of students. Current models of professional learning can be categorized into
two broad approaches, ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’. Kennedy (2005) has categorized
these into to following models.


training;



award-bearing;



deficit;



cascade;



standards-based;



coaching/mentoring;



community of practice;



action research; and



transformative

1. The training model provides teachers with the opportunity to update their skills in order
to demonstrate their competence. This has a high degree of central control, and is a
skills-based, technocratic view of teaching. Villegas-Reimers, and Reimers (2000) have
found that this traditional professional learning model includes the one-day training
course with no follow up support. This form of professional learning opportunity has
been the traditional approach in Hong Kong.
2. The award-bearing model emphasizes the completion of an award-bearing program
that is deemed to be a mark of quality assurance. This model shares the characteristics
of the training model because the courses are provided by the university or institution
and teachers’ professional status is awarded by means of training. The courses are
structured to standardize the experiences of those working towards a graduate status.
3. The deficit model is designed to address a perceived deficit in teacher performance. The
assumption of this model is to ‘repair’ teachers’ deficits and that expected short courses
or short in-service training can assist teachers solve their classroom problems. The
tenet of this model is to remedy perceived weaknesses in individual teacher
performance.
4. In the cascade model the individual teacher is invited to attend training courses and
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then ‘cascading’ the information to his/her colleagues. This supports a technicistic view
of teaching where skills and knowledge are given high priority.
5. The standards-based model is competency-based and has a high emphasis on
competence in professional performance by the teacher participants. Its notion of
teaching is a ‘complex, context-specific political and moral endeavour’ (Kennedy,
2005, p.241). It heavily relies on a behaviourist perspective of learning.
6. The coaching/mentoring model is characterised by a one-to-one relationship between
two teachers, which is designed to support development. The relationship between two
participants can be collegiate, but some may be hierarchical as when a new teacher is
allocated a mentor who supports the professional development of the new teacher in
becoming familiar with the new environment and developing teaching strategies.
This model supports a transmission view of professional development because the less
experienced teacher is initiated into the status quo by his or her more experienced
colleagues. It also supports a transformative view where the relationship between them
provides a supportive, but ‘challenging forum for both intellectual and affective
interrogation of practice’ (Kennedy, 2005, p.243).
Despite the model being mutually supportive and challenging, the quality of
interpersonal relationships is crucial. If one of them lacks effective interpersonal and
communication skill, the relationship is challenged. In addition, the mentor should be
trained to be a supporter of the new teacher.
7. The community of practice model can be seen as an advanced version of the
coaching/mentoring model. The community generally involves more than two people.
It is less hierarchical and assessment driven compared to the coaching/mentoring
model. Within the model, teacher participants are assigned a group of ‘mentors’ to
provide support.
8. The action research model can improve the teacher participants’ understanding of their
situation, as well as the practice within the situation. It allows teachers to ask critical
questions of their teaching practices and it clearly has significant capacity for
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transformative practice and professional autonomy.
9. The transformative model involves the combination of a number of processes and
conditions of the above models. Kennedy adopts Hoban’s (2002) ideas that the
transformative model is a ‘better balance between these types of models and the
transmission focused models’ (2005, p.246).
Turbill (1994) proposes a model of professional learning that she argues is both
integrative and interactive, shown in Figure 9.
Figure 9
Model of effective professional learning

My
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learning

Collaboration
reflection
sharing

Theory of
Others

My
personal
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Practice

Teacher
as
Learner

Collaboration
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sharing

outside-out
learning

Theory of
Others in
Practice

According to Turbill (2002, p.97), the model can be used as a blueprint for setting up
teacher learning programs in and outside the school. The professional learning model
contains four interplay domains of knowledge about teaching: ‘my personal theory’, ‘my
personal theory in practice’, ‘theory of others’, and ‘theory of others in practice’. In her
words, these four dimensions of the model are critical to teachers learning and changing
their teaching practices because teachers can and do learn well from each of these
domains.
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Turbill (2002, p.97) argues that,

The model assumes that four basic knowledge domains are necessary to
provide different perspectives on the teaching of literacy, as shown by
the four circles in the model. Teachers can learn from each knowledge
domain, but it is when the four interrelate as a system that we create the
possibility for sustained, long-term learning. And such learning is
needed to change teaching practices. When teachers have a sense of
their own needs and the opportunities to access information (‘inside-out
learning’), they are placed in a position to interact with and engage in
‘new knowledge’ (‘outside-in learning’) and to take from it that which
they need. This process of transforming new knowledge with old
knowledge through the use of the interrelated learning conditions of
reflection, sharing and collaboration allows teachers to make the
knowledge their own. It is the synergy created through the interplay of
these conditions that underpins sustained professional learning. In short,
these learning conditions on their own may or may not create change,
but together as a system they generate a critical mass for continuous
learning and the professional learning system takes on a life of its own.
In this process, teachers are constantly comparing their personal
knowledge about literacy teaching with the knowledge of others and
testing it in the context of their classrooms. The teachers thus become
confident ‘owners’ of the knowledge as it applies to their particular
contexts and needs. They become selective, critical analysts (even cynical)
of what others say and are no longer simply prepared to accept the
information at face value. They become able to adapt the practices of
others to suit the needs of their students in their contexts and so become
personally empowered.

The assumption underpinning this model of teacher learning is that schools are complex,
dynamic systems in which teacher learning and student learning posits a chain of
cause-effect: ‘the right kinds of professional learning would improve instruction, and that
better instruction would result in higher student achievement’ (Howley & Howley, 2005,
p.1). In order to enhance students’ learning, teachers must be given the opportunity to
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examine and modify their belief systems before their teaching practices can change. It
also highlights the notion of ‘the teacher as learner’ through interaction with four basic
knowledge domains. In addition, the model suggested by Turbill (2002, p. 95) connects
well to sense-making theory in that teachers view ‘themselves as thinkers and learners
rather than simply as doers or practitioners of someone else’s thinking’. In fact one could
go so far as to suggest that Turbill’s notions of ‘reflection, sharing and collaboration’ are
the tools that provide the opportunities for teachers to begin to ‘make-sense’ of new
knowledge and practices being presented to them.

3.8. Conclusion
This chapter has reviewed the relevant literature regarding the nature of the relationship
between teachers’ beliefs and their teaching practices, educational change and the role
that sense-making theory plays in professional learning. Analysis of this literature has led
to the development of a grounded theory that can form the foundation for this study.
Educational change is a long journey of learning. If educational change is a journey, then
its final destination is to improve student academic achievement and arouse their interests
to continue learning for their lifetime. As mentioned in an earlier part of this chapter, the
individual teacher holds personal beliefs of teaching that influence his/her teaching
practice. These views of teaching and learning have dramatic impacts on the learning
attitudes of his/her students and thus they directly affect their achievement. To enhance
the quality of the teaching of English as a second language for all students in Hong Kong
schools, it is clear that many teachers need to change their belief systems that currently
underpin their teaching.
However when mandated educational reforms are imposed on teachers, who in turn must
try to make sense of how to best implement what often appear to be conflicting messages,
there is little wonder that the expected educational change does not occur. If Hong Kong
is to achieve high standards of using English by its citizens, we must explore ways of
overcoming these issues so there is a highly qualified and enthusiastic teaching cohort.
It is the belief of the researcher that teachers’ beliefs can be changed in a process of
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transformation operationalised through sense-making theory. This can be seen in the
proposed model below.

Figure 10
A model of the process of transformation

Classroom experiences of being a
student and a teacher.
transformation

Beliefs of teaching and learning ESL
transformation

transformation

Sense making/ Appropriation

Sense making/ Appropriation

transformation

teaching practices

Changes in teachers’ substantive beliefs on teaching language never take place overnight.
It is a life long learning process for which teachers need opportunities to observe and
practise. In the process of learning, teachers undertake an ongoing process of
transformation and appropriation in which teachers need to transform their beliefs to suit
the unique situation they encounter. Teachers’ professional learning is not as simple as
acquiring facts, reading books and implementing pedagogic strategies. It involves careful
thought and makes connections between existing and new information.
Retallick and Groundwater-Smith (1996) support the idea and state,
The acquisition of professional knowledge is not merely a matter of
gaining information. It is also to do with the transformation of that
information into personal knowledge via dialogue and debate, through
trailing and reflection and by hypothesizing and researching in
publicly accountable ways (p.7).
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A starting point it can be argued therefore is that Hong Kong teachers must make sense of
their classroom practices and the policy agendas and align these with their personal
beliefs and understandings before they can begin to implement a new set of theory and
practices. Teachers are challenged to interpret and implement the message of public
policy and make powerful transformative sense-making procedures in which the schemata
system of the teachers must be generated by interacting with their prior experiences and
existing cognitive structures. Teachers’ appropriation is actively involved.
It is clear that Hong Kong teachers have to live with what seem to them to be many
contradictory meanings: the teaching of ESL shifting from transmission to
communicative approaches; traditional summative examination policies and assessment
practices; futuristic language policies and theoretical practices; and the attitudes of
parents and learners, with high scholastic expectations.
‘Transformation requires everyone to learn: constantly, openly and quickly’ (Hargreaves,
2003, p.73). Understanding why Hong Kong teachers of ESL are finding difficulties in
making sense of and thus adopting current educational reforms has the potential to add to
the body of knowledge discussed in this review and lead to finding ways of overcoming
these difficulties so that the quality of English teaching in Hong Kong schools is greatly
enhanced.

95

CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
4.1.

Introduction

This chapter describes the research methodology and design used for this study. The
purpose of the study is to investigate the relationships between teachers’ beliefs and
practices and government policies in the teaching of English as a Second Language in
Hong Kong secondary schools. The study hopes to develop a grounded theory of the role
that teachers’ belief plays in their teaching practices in the classroom context. To this end
the study was school based and investigated the range of views and beliefs that teachers
of English as a second language held. It also aimed to explore how teachers made sense
of the mandated curriculum and examination policies and the impact these had on their
professional learning.
In order to achieve its stated purpose, the study used a qualitative research method. The
study was guided by the following questions:
1

What is the nature of the relationship between three case study teachers’ beliefs
and their practices with respect to teaching English in Hong Kong?

2

How do English language curriculum and examination policies affect these
teachers’ choice of teaching approaches, their assessment and their understanding
of students’ learning English in Hong Kong schools? and

3

How do the three teachers go about making sense of, and responding to, the Hong
Kong reform policies and curriculum for the teaching of English?

Simply observing an event or a phenomenon is insufficient, even when the researcher is
experienced. What is required is an explanation for the causes of the phenomena in
question. For this research, the researcher needed to understand the complex relationship
between the teachers’ beliefs of learning English as a second language and their teaching
practices as well as the process of sense-making that occurred as teachers grapple with
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implementing mandated government policies. This was carried out by observing teachers
and talking to them about what goes on in their classroom and in their mind. For these
reasons, a range of qualitative research procedures were used.
Three secondary school teachers of English and four classrooms from two different
banding schools became the major research sites for the data collection. The participant
schools, teachers and students were all selected on a voluntary basis. Data were collected
in the form of fieldnotes of participant classroom observations, videotaping of the lessons,
semi-structured interviews that were recorded and were transcribed in English later in the
phase of data analysis of the study. The fieldnotes, classroom observations and the
transcripts of interviews were returned to the participant teachers as a form of member
checking. Amendments were encouraged if necessary.
The cycle of data collection, data analysis and then more specific data collection follows
what is referred to as an ‘emergent design’ (Glaser, 1992) which is the basic premise of
grounded theory research (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Thus ‘…simultaneous collection
and analysis of data and emergent theoretical structure help to orient further data
collection’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990 cited in Tavakol, Torabi & Zeinaloo, 2006, p.3).
This chapter begins with an explanation and justification of the methodology chosen,
followed by a discussion of the methods used to collect and analyse the data.

4.2. Research methodology
This research study uses a qualitative research method. As Johnson & Christensen (2004,
p.32) assert, the traditional (empiricist) paradigm for research is unsuccessful within the
classroom context because it ‘uses a narrow-angle lens in the sense that only one or a few
factors are studied at the same time’. Conversely, qualitative research methodology is
claimed to enable the researcher to make better sense of the complexity of reality, and to
explain the social world and to develop explanatory models and theories (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994; Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995; Hopkins, 1993; Johnson & Christensen, 2004;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2006; Morse and Field, 1995).
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Qualitative research methodology enables the researcher to explore, understand and
explain the meaning of social phenomena and classroom setting, with little disruption of
the natural setting while the research is conducted. According to Bogden and Biklen
(1992), qualitative research, rooted in anthropology, has become increasingly important
in the field of education.
Qualitative methodology also permits the researcher to study the selected issues in depth
and more detail. It is ‘more naturalistic, emergent, and case oriented’ (Tomal, 2003, p.3).
Denzin and Lincoln (2003, p.4-5) agree, stating,
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in
the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that
make the world visible. These practices transform the world. They turn
the world into a series of representations including field notes,
interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the
self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive,
naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make
sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people
bring to them. Qualitative research involves the studies use and
collection of a variety of empirical materials … that describe routine
and problematic moments and meanings in individuals’ lives.
Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of
interconnected methods, hoping always to get a better fix on the
subject matter at hand.

Another key feature of qualitative methodology is that it tries to build up an ‘empathetic’
understanding for the reader through description. It produces ‘thick’ information about a
smaller number of people and cases. Bogden & Biklen (1992, p.2) state,
The data collected have been termed soft, that is, rich in description of
people, places, and conversations, and not easily handled by statistical
procedures. Research questions are not framed by operational
variables; rather, they are formulated to investigate topics in all their
complexity, in context.
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Thus the present study did not use quantitative research methodology because its
purposes are to show how choices are made by the participants in their classrooms within
the process of teaching. Teachers and students all have their own view of what goes on
and act according to how they interpret events. This study seeks to understand the
relationships between them.
Consistent with Bogden and Biklen, Tuckman (1999, p.395) points out five features that
demonstrate why qualitative research methodology is the most appropriate choice for this
study:
i.

The natural setting is the data source, and the researcher is the key data collection
instrument.

In this study, the natural setting was the classrooms. Most research time was spent
in the classrooms in order to get an in depth understanding of the participants’
beliefs and their teaching practices. The researcher was a participant observer
throughout the research process and which allowed him to have direct contact
with the participants and understand the phenomena under study.
ii.

Such a study attempts primarily to describe and only secondarily to analyse.

The methods of collecting data in the study were qualitative in nature. These were
interviewing, recording and observing, which formed a descriptive summary. The
research data were recorded in narrative rather than numerical form. The study
examined the ways the teachers engage the learners and how the learners engage
in the learning process. All artifacts from the teachers and learners were collected
for analysis.
iii.

Researchers concern themselves with process, that is, with events that transpire, as much
as with product or outcome.

This is of particular importance in doing qualitative research. The researcher
immersed himself in the classrooms and played the role of participant observer. In
no way did he attempt to manipulate the process or the outcome, while
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acknowledging that any intervention can influence the setting and the outcome.
iv.

Data analysis emphasizes inductive methods comparable to putting together the parts of
a puzzle.

Once the data were collected, a range of qualitative data analysis procedures was
used to maintain the credibility and validity of the result. In order to interpret the
qualitative nature of teaching and learning, it is necessary to give the teachers and
learners opportunities to detach themselves from the teaching and learning
process, and reflect on what it was they did and why they did it. Participant
observations in the form of video of classroom practices and audio-taped
interviews were the major procedures employed for data collection. Other forms
of data were collected in the form of field notes, teacher reflections and in-depth
interviews, teachers’ artifacts and learners’ artifacts. All these data were analysed
by using qualitative procedures and credibility checks. A grounded theory began
to emerge from the analysis of the data, that is, could therefore be claimed to be
grounded in the data.
v.

The researcher focuses essentially on what things mean, that is, why events occur as well
as what happens.

Useful data were collected by a range of qualitative strategies to allow for the
process of triangulation. There was a constant personal contact with the
participants in the study.
This research study fitted within the naturalistic research paradigm under the umbrella of
qualitative research methodology. It is ‘concerned with life as it is lived, things as they
happen, situations as they are constructed in the day-to-day, moment-to-moment course
of events’ (Woods, 1999, p.2).
A combination of an ethnographic approach, case study and grounded theory was judged
most appropriate in order to understand how teachers articulate their teaching practices in
the teaching of English as a second language and ultimately assist students’ learning of
English in the classroom context. In order for the research to be holistic and trustworthy,
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the concept of ‘methodological appropriateness’ (Patton, 1990, p.39) was used as the
primary criterion for combining and choosing suitable methods decision. The following
Figure 11 is a visual representation of the relationship between the three chosen
methodologies. It illustrates the research for this study and how each methodology
contributes to the overall development of the research.
Figure 11
The relationship between the approaches used in the study
Ethnography

Case Study

Grounded Theory Design

Reliable Data

Grounded Theory
of This Inquiry

Interpretation and Presentation
Coding Process
Constant-comparative Process
Fieldnotes
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4.2.1. Ethnography
The study began with ethnography. Ethnography is a method for describing a people or
cultural group in their natural setting, after the Greek ‘ethnos’ meaning a people or
cultural group and ‘graphic’ meaning to describe. As Tudlock (2003, p.165) states,
Ethnography involves an ongoing attempt to place specific encounters,
events, and understandings into a fuller, more meaningful context. It is
not simply the production of new information or research data, but
rather the way in which such information or data are transformed into
a written or visual form. As a result, it combines research design,
field-work, and various methods of inquiry to produce historically,
politically,

and

personally

situated

accounts,

descriptions,

interpretations, and representations of human lives.

Ethnography is a multi-dimensional research method that involves numerous forms of
data gathering strategies, with particular reliance on naturalistic methods and using the
human-as- an- instrument, such as participant observations and interviews.
This study therefore aimed to construct an account that was considered to be deep and
thick narrative stories of the people who have been studied. The study did not look at
particular cultures per se however ethnographic principles (Burns, 1997, p.226) were
used as a starting point for each participant teacher involved in this research study. Burns
(1997, p.226) lists a set of principles that can be seen as general commitments and
orientations in this approach to research:
 The importance of understanding and interpreting cultures within a particular
society.
 Focusing on the process of generating meaning and interpretations, rather than
assuming them to be fixed entities.
 Investigating natural settings rather than artificial settings.
 The study of social phenomena within the holistic context of a culture, sub-culture, or
organization.
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In sum, ethnography served as a framework to describe and interpret the behaviour of the
participants in the study through participant observation, interviews and artifacts
collected over a prolonged period of ten months (from September, 2004 to June, 2005).
4.2.2. Case study Approach
Case study in educational research has a relatively short tradition in comparison with
other disciplines and professions, such as sociology, anthropology, law and medicine.
During the late 1970s and the 1980s, Robert Stake (1978), Sharon Merriam (1988) and
Robert Yin (1989) advanced case study research as a specific type of educational research
method.
Case study can provide a means to investigate complex and multiple social variables that
may be of potential importance in understanding the phenomenon. It also provides
insights and illuminates meanings that expand its readers’ experiences.
Stake (1995) defined the case study as ‘a study of particularity and complexity of a single
case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances’ (p. xi). McMillan
(2004, p.271) terms the case study as ‘an in-depth analysis of one or more events, settings,
programs, social groups, communities, individuals, or other bounded systems’. According
to Merriam (1998, p.19),
A case study design is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of
the situation and meaning for those involved. The interest is in process
rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in
discovery rather than confirmation. Insights gleaned from case studies
can directly influence policy, practice, and future research.

For this study, a multiple case study research approach was used as it was expected to
provide a better understanding of each case. It provided a clear picture of the relationship
between the teachers’ beliefs of learning English as a second language and their related
teaching practices. The multiple case study approach not only offers readers greater
insight into an issue, it increases the confidence of imputing the findings to other cases.
Merriam (1998, p.40) argues that ‘[t]he more cases included in a study, and the greater
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the variation across the cases, the more compelling an interpretation is likely to be’.
Furthermore, multiple case studies are more likely to enhance the external validity of the
findings. As Miles and Huberman (1994, p.29) suggest, ‘[i]f a finding holds in one setting
and, given its profile, also holds in a comparable setting, but does not in a contrasting
case, the finding is more robust’.
The context of each participant teacher’s classroom poses different variables, such as the
socio-economic family background of the students, their views on learning English, the
participant teacher’s teaching experience and their prior English language learning
experience. As a result, each class, each participant teacher and each child is a unique
case. Patton (1990, p.184) points out that ‘[i]n-depth information from a small number of
people can be very valuable, especially if the cases are information rich’. It was
considered that the three cases of participants would help in understanding the
relationship between the beliefs the teacher participants hold and their teaching practices,
and in turn how these affect their students’ learning.
The researcher spent time in each of these classrooms in the process of collecting
observational fieldnotes, examples of teaching strategies and lesson resources. The
researcher also videotaped lessons to examine the flow of the teaching procedures.
During this time, the researcher also interviewed each participant teacher individually and
then transcribed, analysed and coded these data. Once the researcher was aware that more
focused and specific data are required in the process of analysis, the researcher returned
to each teacher participant to collect ‘precise information to shed light on the emerging
theory’ (Charmaz, 2002, p.519). The collection of multiple forms of data and the
development of a thick description are important components of case study research
(Stake, 2000, p.439).
The case study therefore was an appropriate approach for this study as it enabled the
researcher to report on each case in its classroom context in a ten-month period. Methods
of data collection involved field notes, interpretative summaries of each case, interviews
and sample work of each participant student.

104

4.2.3. Grounded Theory Approach
A grounded theory approach was also chosen in this research study. In grounded theory,
the researcher is required to build new theory that is grounded in and emerges from the
analysis of the data. Grounded theory is a qualitative methodology to ‘demonstrate
relations between conceptual categories and to specify the conditions under which
theoretical relationships emerge, change, or are maintained’ (Charmaz, 2002, p.675).
The grounded theory approach is primarily used to develop/generate inductive theory
about the phenomena of interest where either the theory had previously not exist or
inadequate. Glazer (1992, p.16) describes grounded theory as ‘a general methodology of
analysis linked to data collection that uses a systematically applied set of methods to
generate an inductive theory about a substantive area’. Creswell (2002, p.439) developed
this notion, describing grounded theory as ‘systematic, qualitative procedures used to
generate a theory that explains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an action, or
interaction about a substantive topic’ (p.439).
Although there are different grounded theory designs occurring in the academic world,
Crewell (2002, p.447-448) identifies grounded theory as:

•

studying a process related to a substantive topic;

•

sampling theoretically involving the simultaneous and sequential collection and
analysis of data;

•

constantly comparing data with an emerging theory;

•

selecting a core category as the central phenomenon for the study; and

•

generating a theory that explains a process about the topic.

In this study, the researcher applied grounded theory in combination with ethnography
and case study. Importantly, the researcher’s prior theoretical knowledge and concepts
played a major role. When doing the research, the researcher had an opportunity to
interrogate and develop his theoretical framework and go deeper to re-examine his
theoretical knowledge of the data. By interpreting the collected data using a range of
theoretical positions in the related literature, the data could be coded in a process of
grounded theorizing; (see chapter 5 of this research study). The methods used in this
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study are consistent with those noted by Glesne (2006, p.12): ‘Grounded theory
researchers use many tools of the ethnographer to collect their data, but they select their
cases, code, compare, and test emergent concepts in specialized ways’.
According to Goede and Villiers (2003), grounded theory was developed to help
qualitative researchers to carry out comprehensive, coherent and pragmatic research.
Stauss and Corbin (1990, p.9-10) suggest grounded theory methodology is predicated on
the following:
1. The need to go to the field to discover what is really going on.
2. The relevance of theory to the development of a discipline.
3. The complexity and variability of phenomena and of human action.
4. The belief that persons are actors responding to problematic situations.
5. The assumption that persons act on the basis of meaning.
6. The understanding that meaning is defined and redefined through interaction.
7. A sensitivity to the evolving and unfolding nature of events (process).
8. An awareness of interrelationships among conditions (structure), action (process), and
consequences.

Table 3 demonstrates the links between the descriptive case study analysis and the
grounded theory analysis.
Table 3
The links between the descriptive case study analysis and the grounded theory analysis
The data collection methods used in the
study (Case Study)
Participant observations
Fieldnotes and transcriptions
Interviewing
Videotaping the lesson and the
audio-taped interviews
Categorizing the theme

The data analysis procedures within
Grounded Theory with using the above
predicators
1, 3, 8
3, 4, 5
3, 4, 5, 6, 7
1, 3, 4, 8
2, 8

A range of research methods were used to build up a theoretical understanding of what
was happening inside the teacher participants’ heads, while maintaining credibility and
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validity. The continual processes of member checking and peer debriefing enabled
grounded theorizing of the ‘categories, properties, and hypotheses that are the conceptual
links between and among the categories and properties’ (Merriam, 1998, p.159).
The aspects of Case Study and Grounded Theory incorporated into this study along with
the unique classroom settings and the interconnection between various methods of data
collection, as mentioned above, serve to create a reliable and trustworthy theory grounded
in the data.

4.3. Discussion of selection of sample
In order to develop an understanding of the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and
their teaching practices, the researcher selected two participant schools where the
researcher was an English language teacher in one school while a colleague of the same
body of school authority. There are several reasons for the selection of these particular
schools as the research sample:
i) the participant teachers taught in different schools and different levels of the school
system, which the researcher felt provided a variety of contexts of Hong Kong ESL
education;
ii) the particular English language teachers were progressive, meaning they were eager
to know more about teaching and learning;
iii) the researcher is a team member of the English panel, meaning he was able to have
in-depth interviews with the teachers at any time convenient to them;
iv) the learners knew the researcher well;
v) the researcher is familiar with the cultures of the research schools;
vi) the researcher has insider status, meaning there was already a degree of trust before
the observations began and the process of observation was less intrusive; and
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vii) the process of member checking is easier.

4.4. Ethical considerations
The study was granted approval by the Human Research Ethics Committee, the
University of Wollongong and the principals of the participating schools in Hong Kong.
An approval letter is attached in Appendix 1. The participant teachers gave their written
consent to have their lessons video-taped and to be interviewed; see Appendix 2.
Before the observations started, the researcher acquainted the participant teachers with
the precautions that the researcher was taking to ensure that confidentiality of his data
was not breached and to preserve their anonymity.

4.5. A discussion of data collection methods
In order to maintain the credibility and validity of the research findings, the researcher
needs to select the appropriate data collection methods carefully prior to beginning the
data collection.
The main data collection methods used in this research study were classroom
observations and videotaping of teaching practices of the participant teachers, interviews
with teachers and children and analyses of school and system policies.
4.5.1. Participant observation
Participant observation was the principal data collection instrument used in this research
study. Using the naturalistic research paradigm allows the researcher to combine
participant observations with qualitative analysis of the data collected.
Participant observation can provide the teachers and the researcher with the most flexible
source of data. Glesne (2006, p.49) noted,
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Participant observation provides the opportunity for acquiring the
status of trusted person. Through participant observation – through
being a part of a social setting – you learn firsthand how the actions of
research participants correspond to their words; see patterns of
behaviour; experience the unexpected, as well as the expected; and
develop a quality of trust, relationship, and obligation with others in
the setting.

In this study, the researcher was able to sit in the classroom with little interruption to
class routine and observe:
a) how the teachers teach ESL learners, including the teachers’ teaching strategies and
behaviour for engagement, and
b) how the learners react to what the teacher taught during the lesson.
Such observation of teaching behaviour yields firsthand data with little contamination.
Furthermore, observation allowed the researcher to view behaviours of both teacher and
students as naturally as possible; thus reducing the degree of artificiality. Furthermore,
observation in a natural setting allows the researcher to take account of important factors
that may influence the interpretation and use of the results. As Patton (1990) states,
participant observations are those in which the ‘participants know that observations are
being made and who the observer is’ (p.217).
The students and teachers therefore were aware that the researcher was there to observe
them in their normal everyday setting. Such understanding enabled the researcher, the
teacher and the children to build up trust and minimize interference with the usual
teaching procedures of the day. In one school the participant teachers have been
colleagues of the researcher for more than five years and the students were former
students of the researcher. Such relationships contribute to a natural setting for the study.
For the other participant school, the researcher went into the classroom on five occasions
before the lessons were videoed. It enabled the students and the teacher to become
familiar with the situation when the researcher was there.
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Participant observations proceeded from general overviews of the situation to more
focused observations, narrowing the scope of what was being looked for, to more
carefully planned observations with specific questions in mind. This is represented in
Figure 12.
Figure 12
The model of participant observation

Spend 5 lessons with the
case study participants

Classroom observation

Distinct focus of teacher’s behaviour and
practices

After observing each lesson, all helpful sources of information, such as interview notes,
samples and field notes of the classroom activities were scanned. This collected
information formed a descriptive summary. For each lesson, the descriptive summary of
the previous lesson was discussed with the teacher in order to make a judgement about
the overall content of what was going on during the last lesson. The teacher was invited
to add information and clarify certain points.
Participant observations of the classes in action were a necessary starting point for this
research study.
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4.5.2. Interviews
The interview is a common means of collecting data in qualitative research, in which the
researcher can elicit information from the interviewee. The description of an interview as
a ‘pseudo-conversation’ or a ‘conversation with a purpose’ (Dexter, 1970, p.136)
captures the main character of an interview as a highly flexible method of gathering data,
which is appropriate for this research study. The interview can enable the researcher to
get to know what is ‘in someone’s head’.
Patton (1990, p.196) explains it this way,
We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot
directly observe…. We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and
intentions. We cannot observe behaviours that took place at some
previous point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude the
presence of an observer. We cannot observe how people have
organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes on in
the world. We have to ask people questions about those things. The
purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other
person’s perspective.

Interviewing allows the researcher to gain insights into others’ perspectives about the
phenomena under study; it is particularly useful for ascertaining respondents’ thoughts,
perceptions, feelings, and retrospective accounts of events. In this study the researcher
and the participant teachers had opportunities to discuss what had happened in their
classrooms as well as reflect on their teaching practices.
Burton and Bartlett (2005, p.126) point out the strengths of the interview as a means of
data collection:
a. It is a research method that is adaptable to different situations and respondents.
b. The interviewer can ‘pick up’ non-verbal clues that would not be discernible from
questionnaires, for example, the annoyance or pleasure shown by the respondent
over certain topics.
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c. The researcher can ‘follow hunches’ and different unexpected lines of enquiry as they
come up during the interview.
d. The interviewer can collect detailed qualitative data expressed in the respondent’s
own words.

The following types of interviews were undertaken for the purpose of adding more data
from the observations:

‧

semi-structured interviews with the teachers using the video of their
classroom teaching as a focus; and

‧

unstructured interviews with the children and the teachers.

4.5.2.1. Semi-structured interviews
The semi-structured interview is mid way on a continuum between the structured
interview and unstructured interview. In the research study, the researcher used
semi-structured interview because of its combination of flexibility and more or less
structured questions.
Using semi-structured interviews with the teachers enabled the exploration in greater
depth of the teachers’ belief system and why they did what they did in each lesson. It
allowed the researcher to elicit specific and rich data in a limited time.
The flexibility of semi-structured interviews allowed for impromptu responses between
participant teachers and the researcher. They tend ‘to shape responses to the researcher’s
perceptions of how things are’ (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p.455).
At the beginning of the interview, the teachers were asked to revisit the videoed lessons.
The teachers then were asked various questions to ascertain the reasons, principles and
beliefs in organizing and running the lesson as they did. This allowed the researcher to
gain newer and deeper insights on the teachers’ practices and beliefs. The researcher
prepared questions for the semi-structured interviews but ran the interview in a less
formal way. (See Appendix 3 for questions prepared to guide the interviews).
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The semi-structured interview was deemed to be the most appropriate way to find out the
teachers’ underlying belief system. It developed the researcher’s understanding of why
the teacher used their particular teaching and management strategies. Through this kind
‘interaction’, the participant teachers were able to respond and express their feelings or
reasons directly.
4.5.2.2. Unstructured interview
The unstructured interview is situated at one end of the interview structure continuum
(Merriam, 1998, p.74). For this study, unstructured interviews were used at the very
beginning of this research before the video sessions started. It allowed the researcher to
become familiar with the situation sufficiently to formulate questions for the
semi-structured interviews with the teachers. The unstructured interviews were chosen
because of their flexibility.
The students were invited to be co-researchers. After each videoed lesson, the children
were informally interviewed by the researcher after school or during recess time in order
to gain the following supplementary information about their feelings about the lesson and
their learning process.
The unstructured interviews were very informal and like a conversation between the
researcher and the students. The content of the interviews were very open and there were
no guiding questions to lead the interviews. This approach was considered to be a more
natural way to get the respondents’ ideas on the lessons they attended, resulting in
relatively uncontaminated data (Burton and Bartlett, 2005, p.110). Although the
researcher prepared a set of questions in Cantonese, these were used to guide the
discussion only. As such the interviews were more like chats between the researcher and
the students (See Appendix 4 for questions used to guide the interviews).
The information gained from the unstructured interview plus the field notes provided data
on the teachers’ belief system for use in ascertaining whether and, if so, how the teacher’s
behaviours in the lesson were influenced by their beliefs.
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At the end of each videoed session, the researcher asked the participant teachers to
explain the purposes and principles in organizing and running of each lesson in
Cantonese. These data were then translated into English and added to the field notes to
enable triangulation of the data.
4.5.2.3. Video and audio recording
In order to identify the ideologies of teaching and learning of a second language held by
the teachers, it was necessary for the researcher to discuss with them both the language
used and the actions and behaviours performed in the lessons. The aim was to facilitate
reflecting by the teachers on their teaching practices and articulating why they did what
they did.
Therefore videoing the teachers while they were teaching English was deemed to be the
most suitable method to collect this data, so that both the teachers and the researcher
could revisit the lessons. During the showing of the video the researcher questioned the
teacher participants about what was going on inside their head as they performed teaching
duties in the class. In responding to the questions the teachers needed to reflect on their
teaching practices and think deeply about why they taught in the way they did and why
they interacted with students the way they did.
Glesne (2006, p.63) argues that the use of this technology for these research purposes has
many advantages.
[V]ideotaping techniques can enhance observation, and they can be
employed in a variety of ways. Grimshaw (in Bottorff 1994) describes
the primary advantages of videotaping as density and permanence. The
density of data collected with videotape is greater than that of human
observation or audio recording, and the nature of the record is
permanent, in that it is possible to return to the observation repeatedly.

It was a most appropriate method for investigating the teachers’ beliefs associated with
their practices. The discussion was audio-taped for detailed analysis in order to identify
the beliefs and markers the teacher hold and use in their teaching.
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In addition, video recording has been used widely as a means of professional
development strategy as it not only forces teachers to examine their teaching skills but
also increases their personal awareness. For this study, a total of 15 lessons were videoed
(five lessons for each participant).
The researcher viewed the video of each lesson several times to determine the focus
questions to be asked in the semi-structured interview. While the teachers viewed the
videotapes, they were encouraged to reflect on their teaching procedures. The content of
the discussion was audio taped for detailed analysis in order to identify the categories and
themes that were likely to emerge from the data in relation to the focus of the study.
As discussed in the early part of this section, the researcher found video recordings
provide the following advantages:
a. they enable the researcher to make recordings of the exact sequences of
personal interaction which include the totality of each participant’s verbal and
non-verbal communication to others;
b. they enable the participants to revisit their lessons;
c. they enable the researcher to examine the lessons carefully, particularly the
relationship between learners’ and teachers’ actions;
d. they are a means of professional development;
e. they enable the researcher to review and analyse the data many times over in a
multiplicity of ways;
f. they are a means of obtaining further information; and
g. they were used a backup to notes to ensure that important points were not
passed over.
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4.5.2.4. Classroom artifacts
In order to gain a more complete and clear picture of teaching and learning perspectives
in the observed classrooms, classroom artifacts were viewed as both a primary source of
data as well as auxiliary data to supplement the data collected in this research study.
Teachers’ program and students’ work samples were collected. For the case study
teachers, their program demonstrates their beliefs, in terms of their philosophy of
teaching a second language, which served as a guidepost of their teaching practices in the
classrooms. The program was treated as a blueprint to confirm the theoretical
underpinnings of each participant teacher. The work samples of the learners also served
as evidence of how the teachers’ beliefs and practices influence them to learn English as a
second language. It also reflected their degree of engagement. Figure 13 shows the
relationships between all the data collection methods in this study and how they support
each other.
Figure 13
The relationships between the data collection methods

Unstructured teachers’
reflection on each lesson

Students’
reflections

Participant observation: field
notes

Focused
questions

Videoed
lessons

Focused teacher’s
reflections on videoed
lessons

Work samples
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4.6. Process of data collection
The factors that guided the researcher and the process the researcher went through are
outlined as three phases.
4.6.1. Phase One: Negotiation
At this initial phase, the researcher lodged an application to conduct the research with the
Human Ethics Committee at the University of Wollongong in September, 2003. The
application was approved in March, 2004. Then the researcher asked the permission of
the principals of the participant schools. Once permission was granted by the principals
and the participant teachers, the researcher explained the research project to all colleagues
in the English Department of each participant school. It was explained that the researcher
would come to visit the classroom for a prolonged period of ten months. The teachers
understood that they would be videoed and interviewed and their work examples
collected. Such negotiations included an agreement that there would be no disruption to
normal class routine.
A copy of the research proposal was handed to each of the participant teachers and both
the principals and researcher came to the classes to explain to the children and to seek
their co-operation. It was explained that the researcher would be visiting the classroom
for a period of ten months, during which five lessons would be videoed and the students
may be interviewed. A written consent was given to ensure the parents of the students of
each observed classroom gave their permission for the researcher to interview their child
(See Appendix 5).
4.6.2. Phase Two: Collecting the data
Once the participant teachers agreed to take part in the study, the researcher visited the
class five times before the video session started. This procedure of class visits started at
March 2004. The purpose of these class visits was for the researcher, teachers and
children in each participant classroom to have the chance to become familiar with each
other so that the videoed session could be as natural as possible.
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The teacher decided on the lessons to be videoed. Five lessons given by each teacher
were videoed representing a range of the ages of students and their English competency.
Table 4: Range of lesson videoed
Mr. M

Structure of lesson

Age

Level

Lesson 1

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Lesson 2

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Lesson 3

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Lesson 4

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Lesson 5

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Miss C

Structure of lesson

Age

Level

Lesson 1

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 2

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 3

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 4

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Lesson 5

Teacher with whole class

13

S.2

Miss L

Structure of lesson

Age

Level

Lesson 1

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 2

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 3

Teacher with whole class

12

S.1

Lesson 4

Teacher with whole class

15

S.4

Lesson 5

Teacher with whole class

15

S.4

The videoed sessions began in October 2004. All activities, teaching schedules and
procedures were video recorded for the purpose of providing a credible record of the
teacher’s behaviours during the lessons, which could be used for teacher reflection in the
interviews.
During the videoed session, the researcher focused on:

•

how the teacher taught English as a second language; and

•

what kind of teaching methods the teacher used to engage the learners’ interest.
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After each videoed lesson, the researcher interviewed the learners informally in order to
gain insights of their feelings of the lesson.
Figure 14 shows the data collection model used in this research:
Figure 14
Data collection model

1.

Supportive data
Non-videoed lessons

2.

Classroom observation
field notes

Student products

Teacher unstructured
interview

Student unstructured
interview

Core data
videoed lessons

Work products
Field notes
Teacher semi-structured
interview on videoed lessons
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4.6.3. Phase Three: Analysis of data
In order to ensure the data collected were providing the necessary and useful information,
the data were analysed as soon as possible after it was collected. After each classroom
visit, field notes were prepared and then reported back to the participant teacher for cross
checking to ensure the data had been interpreted accurately.
The responses of the interviews and amended descriptive summaries formed
interpretative summaries that were returned to the participant teacher for member
checking. After the teacher added more information, final analysis could occur.
The interview data were also transcribed into English. For example see Appendix 6. The
researcher viewed the video of each lesson several times to determine the focus questions
to be asked of the teacher during the interviews.
Each teacher and researcher met after school to reflect on the individual videoed lesson.
During the semi-structured interviews, the teacher’s conversation, which was in
Cantonese, was audio taped. The audiotapes were transcribed and analysed carefully, and
the results were checked by a volunteer colleague and brought back to the teachers for
member debriefing.
In order to keep the concept of ‘theoretical sensitivity’ in mind during the phases of data
collection and analysis, the researcher read the literature related to the research
methodology and constant member checking and peer debriefing with participant
teachers and the academic staff of the University.
To sum up this part, the following procedures were used:
Phase 1: Negotiation
Phase 2: Class visits. The researcher started to get familiar with the children. School
policies were collected.
Phase 3: Videoed 5 lessons. The researcher interviewed children.
Phase 4: Viewed videos and listed questions to discuss with the participant teacher.
Phase 5: Discussed video of lessons with the teacher. Audio taped the discussion.
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Phase 6: Transcribed tapes.
Phase 7: Transcription was double checked by a voluntary member.
Phase 8: Analysed data in light of questions.
Phase 9: Returned the analysed summaries to participant teachers for checking.
Phase 10: Further analysis and coding of data.
Phase 11: Checked emerging categories with supervisors.
Phase 12: A report was written.

4.7. Procedures in data analysis
Data collection and data analysis usually proceeded at the same time to help ensure
accuracy. Analysis of data during data collection helped the researcher think about the
existing data and generate strategies for collecting new data. Merriam (1998, p.162)
argues, ‘Without ongoing analysis, the data can be unfocussed, repetitious, and
overwhelming in the sheer volume of material that needs to be processed’.
A series of strategies were used to ensure the data collected from audio-tap interviews
and video-taped observations linked to the key research questions, as follows.
4.7.1. Ongoing analysis of observational data
After classroom observations and student interviews, all helpful sources of information,
such as interview notes, field notes of classroom activities were read. Then a descriptive
summary of classroom activities was formed. The researcher took the descriptive
summary back and discussed it with the teacher in order to make a judgement about the
overall content of what had occurred.
Field notes were taken during observations. In order to make comprehensive but
manageable observation notes, Chinese field notes in point form were used. These were
later counter checked against the students’ interviews. After the observations, the
researcher translated the field notes in English and counterchecked with the teacher
participants.
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4.7.2. Data coding
Within a grounded theory research paradigm, data analysis refers to the process where the
findings gradually emerge from the data using, in this case, what Stake refers to as a
constant comparative approach (Strauss and Corbin 1990). Data coding is an essential
step within the research as it helps determine and identify the themes and categories
within the data.
4.7.2.1. Phase One of data coding: Open Coding
An open coding process outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990) was employed. Open
coding keeps the researcher close to the data he/she collected. It begins as soon as data
collection has begun and continues throughout the whole data collection period. In this
approach, the data are ‘broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, compared for
similarities and differences, and questions are asked about the phenomena as reflected in
the data’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.62).
The researcher watched each classroom video several times to determine the flow of each
lesson. The researcher triangulated these data with the fieldnotes, classroom observation
and the teacher’s lesson plan. While watching the videos, the researcher identified the
teaching strategies within each teaching episode the participant teacher used. This
provided the researcher a focus for questioning: how and why the teacher implemented
the knowledge of content, of pedagogy, of curriculum policy and of assessment policy
into the classroom practices.
The researcher transcribed the teacher interview from Cantonese into English and then
returned the copy of the transcription to each teacher participant for member checking at
the end of the next observation.
The researcher read through each of the interview transcription several times before the
process of open coding started. At the time of coding, the researcher underlined the
chunks of data that were deemed as significant, reviewed the transcripts and analysed
them again to make sure that all the possible categories were being highlighted.
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4.7.2.2. Phase Two of data coding: Axial Coding
This is the second level of coding described by Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.97). Through
systematic analysis and constant comparison with the data, it can reduce the number of
codes and condense them into broader categories. In other words, categories emerge from
‘collapsing’ and comparing each category of phase one of data coding.
The researcher created a set of memos to indicate how the open codes fit into each
conceptual category. The codes of the participant teacher interviews that were based on
the researcher’s observations of the video data and the reflection in the fieldnotes and
classroom observations were compared with each other. Then the researcher returned to
the research questions, which provided the researcher with the direction to map the final
categories.
4.7.2.3. Phase Three of data analysis: Selective Coding
This is the final stage of data analysis, which can be described as the process by which
categories are related to the core categories and ultimately becoming the basis for the
grounded theory. Strauss and Corbin (1990) define this process as ‘the process of
selecting the central or core category, systematically relating it to other categories,
validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need further refinement and
development’ (p.116).
In this stage, the researcher further analysed the codes that emerged from the axial coding
in order to identify conceptual categories that can assist to formulate the grounded theory.
Once the researcher compared those lower level categories with each other, broader and
higher concepts emerged. As a result of this level of analysis the researcher identified the
following two major concepts (see Chapter Five for detailed discussion):
a.

the relationships between teacher beliefs and pedagogy, and

b.

the process of teacher transformative development
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At this time a model was created that illustrated the grounded theory that responded to the
questions that framed the study.
Figure 15 provides a road map on how the sequence of data coding.
Figure 15
The phases of data coding

Concept 1

Category
1

Code
1

Concept 2

Category
2

Code
2

Code
3

Concept 3

Category
3

Code
4

Category
4

Code
5

Category
5

Code
6

Code
7

Raw data: classroom participant observations, transcripts of
interviews, videotaping of the teaching strategies in the lessons,
fieldnotes and student arefacts.

Figure 16 illustrates the analysis model used to generate the results used in the final report
of this study.
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Figure 16
The data analysis protocol of each case study

Case 1
Participant
observations

Unstructured
interviews

artifacts

documents

Structured
interviews

Descriptive summary stories

Member checking with the participant teacher

Audio tape

Amended descriptive summary

Interpretative summaries
Categories

Peer debriefing with university academic staffs

Conclusion/ recommendations
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Figure 17 shows how the conclusions were drawn from the data of each case study:
Figure 17
The procedure used to generate the conclusion
Case study 1

Case study 2

Case study 3

Common themes and categories

Peer debriefing with university academics

Conclusion of the research

4.8. Validity and Credibility
In qualitative research, credibility and validity needs to be maintained. Credibility can be
said to be the ‘believability’ and ‘trustworthiness’ of the results while validity can be
defined as ‘the degree to which the results can be accurately interpreted and effectively
generalized’ (Brown, 1997 cited in Brown & Rodgers, 2003, p. 241).
In order to improve the credibility of the findings and interpretations of the data, several
processes were employed:
1.

prolonged engagement on site,

2. persistent observation,
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3.

member checking,

4.

triangulation, and

5.

peer debriefing.

By using different methods of data collection and analysis, the trustworthiness of the
findings can be considered credible and reliable.
4.8.1. Prolonged engagement on site and persistent observations
‘Prolonged engagement is the investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes’
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.301). If the researcher spends sufficient engagement time in
the studied site and with the participant, distortions in the data can be recognized more
easily. Sufficient time ensures detailed, thick data and the depth of understanding of the
participants that enhances accurate and credible qualitative results.
In this study, the researcher was engaged in the process of data collecting for ten months.
He visited the sites a number of times and stayed for varying lengths of times, depending
upon the purposes of the visits.
According to Lincoln & Guba (1985, p.304),
The purposes of persistent observations are to identify those
characteristics and elements in the situation that are most relevant to
the problem or issue being pursued and focusing on them in detail. Of
prolonged engagement provides scope, persistent observation provides
depth.

The field notes gave clear descriptions of behaviours and indicated the place, time, date
and physical setting of the observation. The field notes provided records for the
qualitative case study.
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4.8.2. Member checking
Member checking is also a useful method to enhance credibility. For this purpose the
researcher gave his field notes to each participant and asked the participant to verify that
the record was correct and accurate enough to reflect the phenomena recorded.
Stake (1995, p.115) states,
In a process called member checking, the actor is requested to examine
rough drafts of writing where the actions or words of the actor are
featured, sometimes when first written up but usually when no further
data will be collected from him or her. The actor is asked to review the
material for accuracy and palatability. The actor may be encouraged
to provide alternative language or interpretation but is not promised
that that version will appear in the final report. Regularly, some of that
feedback is worthy of inclusion.

Member checking was carried out during the whole time of this research.
Lincoln & Guba (1985, p.373) state,
[T]he purpose of a comprehensive member check is not only to test
for factual and interpretative accuracy but also provide evidence of
credibility – the trustworthiness criteria analogous to internal
validity in conventional studies.

For this study, member checking provided the opportunity to assess the intentionality of
the teachers, and to compare the researcher’s perceptions of ‘what was going on’ with the
teachers’ perceptions of ‘what was going on’. This added to the credibility and
trustworthiness of the data.
The summary stories were reported soon after the data was collected. The participants
were requested to reject or confirm the data and to comment and/or add to the
interpretations if the participants felt the stories needed expansion and clarification.
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4.8.3. Triangulation
Triangulation is a process for increasing the validity and credibility of the research,
involving ‘checking one’s findings by using several points of reference’ (Burton &
Bartlett, 2005, p.28).
Mathison (1988) states, ‘Good research practice obligates the researcher to triangulate,
that is, to use multiple methods, data sources, and researchers to enhance the validity of
research findings’ (p.13). Triangulation is ‘a variety of techniques for viewing the same
phenomena from multiple perspectives’ (Brown & Rodgers, 2003, p. 294).
Triangulation adds to the richness of the data, allowing the data to be more reliable and
trustworthy than other methods, ‘the single-method approach yields only limited and
sometimes misleading data’ (Cohen and Manion, 1986, p.260).
Denzin (1978) identified four types of triangulation: data triangulation, investigator
triangulation, theory triangulation and methodological triangulation (Denzin and Lincoln,
2003, p.66-67).
The present study used all these four types of triangulation, as follows.
1. Data triangulation is the use of a variety of data sources in a study. There were three
major sources of data collection used for cross checking purposes: observation field
notes, children’s interviews and teachers’ programs. Recording the observations,
comparing these with the teachers’ programs and analysis of children’s responses
became a method to counter check the data and yield valuable information.
2. Investigator triangulation is the use of several researchers or evaluators. This study
used peer debriefing and member checking.
3. Theory triangulation involves using more than one theoretical perspective. This study
drew on theories about second language learning and teacher professional
development, which arguably increases the explanatory power of the study.
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4.

Methodological triangulation uses multiple methods to study a single problem. A
range of qualitative strategies was used in the study, namely ethnographic study, case
study and grounded theory.

The value of triangulation is that ‘exclusive reliance on one method, may bias or distort
the researcher’s picture of the particular slice of reality he is investigating. We need to be
confident that the data generated are not simply artifacts of one specific method of
collection … the more the methods contrast with each other, the greater the researcher’s
confidence’ (Cohen & Manion, 1986, p.254-255).
The following model demonstrated how the interpretation of the data was confirmed
through the use of different modes and different sources of collection.
Figure 18
Triangulation process

Participant observations

Teachers’ interviews,
teachers’ programs, and
school documents

Children’s interviews
and their products

Trustworthy data
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4.8.4. Peer debriefing
Peer debriefing was another means in maintaining credibility. As Cambourne & Curtis
(1988, p.38) state,
Peer debriefing is a process whereby the entire inquiry or evaluation
team combine to test the data ordering, constructions and
interpretations by individual team members. Each evaluator’s
interpretations are tested against their co-researchers’ experiences
and understandings of the participant or context under scrutiny. In
short, it is a credibility measure which is used to check any
misinterpretation or bias on the part of the evaluator.

The purpose of peer debriefing was to explore aspects of the examination that might
otherwise have remained implicit within the examiner’s mind. Peer debriefing also serves
to test the emerging hypotheses.
During the analysis, the opinions of peers – university academic staff – were sought to
check aspects of the study to reduce the degree of distortion and avoidance.

4.9. Conclusion
This is a qualitative research study that is based on a naturalistic paradigm and used a
series of data collection procedures. The researcher sought to be as unobtrusive as
possible and adopted precautionary measures to be as objective as he could while the data
was collected and analysed for this study. The procedures used for collecting and
analysing the data were selected in part to ensure the trustworthiness of this study.
Chapter Five presents three case studies that provide readers with a thick description of
each teacher’s beliefs and classroom practices with respect to teaching of English.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
5.1. Introduction
In Chapter one, the purpose of this study was identified as an investigation of the
relationships between teachers’ beliefs and practices and government policies in the
teaching of English as a Second Language in Hong Kong secondary schools from the
perspectives of three teachers and their students. The major research questions that
provide the focus for this study are:
1. What is the nature of the relationships between three case study teachers’ beliefs
and their practices with respect to teaching English in Hong Kong?
2. How do English language curriculum and examination policies affect these
teachers’ choice of teaching approaches, their assessment practices and their
understanding of students’ learning English in Hong Kong schools? and
3. How do the three teachers go about making sense of, and responding to, the
Hong Kong reform policies and curriculum for the teaching of English?
This chapter presents the analysis of the findings of each case study in the form of a
case report that demonstrates the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices
and the English language and assessment policies in Hong Kong and in turn the impact
on their professional learning.
In order to provide readers a thick description and to ensure a comprehensive and
contextual case study report of each participant teacher’s professional life, some
personal information is include in the case study report. Such personal information
includes a brief introduction of the teacher’s educational and family background and
various teaching and learning experiences that impacted his/her teaching practices.
These personal experiences formed participant teacher’s unique beliefs of teaching and
learning English as a second language. The case studies also include aspects of each
teacher’s classroom practices and teaching strategies. In addition, the classroom
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physical setting and teachers’ timetable are included. Although a limited number of
students were interviewed at the time of the data collection, their responses serve to
provide a broader picture of each teacher participant’s teaching practices and any
changes seen by the students.
The analysed results of this research is reported in case study format and each teacher
forms one case study:
1. Mr. M (a high school ESL teacher)
2. Miss C (a high school ESL teacher)
3. Miss L (a high school ESL teacher)
The case study research method is an appropriate way to see the dialectical relationship
between teachers and their contexts of work. Each case study includes information about
the case study teacher’s educational background, description summary and interpretive
summary. This analysis seeks to provide clear and persuasive answers to the research
questions.
Finally these results are interpreted in chapter 6 in the form of findings and conclusions
that emerged from the study.

5.2. Socio-political Contexts of the Study
The study was carried in two school contexts. School A for the purpose of the study is
called Saint John Catholic Secondary School. School B is called Saint Mark Catholic
Secondary School. A brief overview of the socio-political context of each school follows.

5.3. The School A: Saint John Catholic Secondary School
Mr. M and Miss C were two ESL teachers teaching at the same high school, Saint John
Catholic Secondary School, in Hong Kong. A large number of schools in Hong Kong are
run by religious bodies and charitable corporations, such as the Anglican Church, the
Catholic Church, Buddhists, Taoists and Tung Wah Hospitals. Saint John Catholic
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Secondary School is run by the Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong, with a mission to ‘foster
a community which cherishes and promotes Christ’s teaching of love’.
Saint John Catholic Secondary School is located in a relatively old housing estate at the
west-northern part of the New Territories, HKSAR. The housing estate is government
subsidized and charges very low rent for low-income families. The participant school is a
rather small co-educational school that has 13 classes and around 350 students. The
average attendance is around 300. Approximately 50 students were not regular attendees
or rarely come to school. They are referred to by the staff as the ‘invisible students’.
The school has one of the smaller and older school premises in the region. It consists of
an L shaped five-storey school building and an open playground where physical
education lessons take place. The physical environment of the school is far from
satisfactory.
The school employs twenty eight teachers and one English native speaking expatriate
teacher (NET). There are seven teachers of English of whom only two were
professionally qualified in the teaching of English when the research began. The rest of
the teachers of English have less experience in teaching English and two of them were
completing a course leading to accreditation as a qualified teaching professional when the
research began. It is a school requirement that all teaching staff have special education
training so that they are better equipped to tackle students’ behavioural problems.
Like most classrooms in small schools in Hong Kong, the classrooms in Saint John
Catholic Secondary School are very small with 30 desks in double rows with the
teacher’s desk situated in front of the classroom.
The majority of the students at Saint John Catholic Secondary School come from the
housing estates nearby and the neighbourhood region, which is classified as a poorer
community in Hong Kong. The students come from low-income working class families
with some parents being unemployed when the research was conducted. Most of the
parents have only reached primary school level education, do not speak English at home,
and some may even speak a dialect of Chinese. Therefore, many school students have
little chance to be exposed to English at home or in their leisure time. In addition, it is
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unlikely that students can get assistance in their academic work from their parents and
siblings. The banding of the school is at the bottom two to three, which indicates the
students of the school are at the lowest academic level compared with the average
secondary school student population in Hong Kong.
The school adopts Chinese as the Medium of Instruction (CMI). The students rarely reach
the average linguistic level of Chinese and English for Hong Kong schools. According to
the results of the attainment test conducted by the government, the students’ academic
level at Saint John Catholic Secondary School was rated at the level of primary five when
they entered the first year of secondary school.
According to the principal of Saint John Catholic Secondary School, the school authority
strives to promote the English standard of its students in order to build up its reputation in
the local district and recruit more potential students. In discussions with the researcher,
the principal expressed his gratitude to the researcher for carrying out the project at his
school because he thought that it could help his colleagues to be more aware of their
teaching practices and become more aware of the latest trends in English teaching and
learning. He hoped that the English Department of his school might benefit greatly from
the participation.

5.4. Case Study Reports
5.4.1. Case Study 1: Mr. M
5.4.1.1. Background of the participant
Mr. M was a teacher from Saint John Catholic Secondary School. He comes from a
middle class family and grew up in a very protective family. His father is an owner of a
small bakery and his mother is a housewife. He grew up in Macau, which is a special
administrative region of Mainland China. His father tried his best to provide for his sons
the best he could. Mr. M has two brothers and one sister. He is the only son who could
get into university. Mr. M graduated in Religious Studies and Psychology at one of Hong
Kong’s universities. He was 32 and in his tenth year of teaching when the study started.
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Mr. M. has been teaching in Saint John Catholic Secondary School for nine years and he
has been teaching English for eight years. However he cannot be classified formally as a
teacher of English Language because he does not have a qualification for teaching
English Language. Before entering this school, he taught in a primary school for one
year.
Because he had no professional training in ESL, Mr. M had little to draw on other than
his personal experience of being a learner of English at school. Similarly, due to a lack of
any theoretical background in the teaching of English language, Mr. M can only draw
from his impression that a teacher’s role is to be the centre of the dynamics of the
classroom. Mr. M felt that many students paid little attention to him during his lessons.
He indicated that he did not feel confident in teaching English even though he has been
teaching English for eight years at secondary school levels.
Mr. M is an enthusiastic teacher who has taken many duties in the school. He was very
actively involved in the extra curricular activities of the school. He was the panel
chairperson of Religious Studies at the school when the study started. He was teaching 30
periods of 35 minutes duration per cycle in the Saint John Secondary School from Form 1
to Form 3.
5.4.1.2. The Class: Form Two A
Class form 2A was one of the classes in which Mr. M taught English and he was also one
of the double form teachers.
All the students in the class were Chinese and came from the housing estate nearby.
People living in such estates are considered to be of low socio-economic status. All the
students had little expectation they would achieve high marks in the examinations even
though their parents urge them to do so. The ability of the class was an average level.
According to Mr. M, his students were not interested in learning English even though
they had been learning English in school from the age of five.
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5.4.1.3. Classroom Context: Physical Classroom Setting
The classroom was located at the end of the corridor of the third floor. There were 30
students in the class when the research began. There was little space for the teacher to
access each student without a great deal of difficulty. The blackboard was fixed on the
wall well behind the teacher’s desk. A computer was installed next to the teacher’s desk
for the convenience and use of the teacher. In front of the blackboard, there was a rolling
screen for projection. It is clear that the classroom was built for traditional teaching:
teacher stands at the front and rows of desks facing the teacher and blackboard; see
Figure 19. Since Mr. M did not organize new seating arrangements, the students were
arranged by seating in rows, facing the teacher and the blackboard. According to Mr. M,
this seating arrangement was convenient for him because he could see every student in
the class. There was no environmental print posted on the walls of the classroom except
some notices prepared by the school authority.
Figure 19
Classroom Setting of Mr. M’s class

Blackboard
door
Teacher’s Desk
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5.4.1.4. Timetable for the class
Mr. M’s ESL lessons were timetabled from Monday to Friday. The duration of each
English lesson was 35 minutes with some of his lessons being assigned as double lessons
that lasted for 70 minutes. A copy of his timetable demonstrates the typical day of Mr.
M’s teaching schedule. See Table 5.
Table 5
Timetable of Mr. M’s Class
Monday

Tuesday

Thursday

Friday

Biology

L.S

Chinese

Chinese

PTH

L.S

R.E

Chinese

R.E

Chemistry

P.E

Math

Math

Chemistry

P.E

8:10-8:30
1

8:30-9:05

Wednesday

Morning Prayer
PTH

Morning
Reading

2

9:05-9:40

Liberal Studies
(L.S.)

3

9:40-10:15

Computer
Studies (C.S.)

4

10:15-10:50

C.S.

10:50-11:10

Recess

5

11:10-11:45

English

H.E/D.T

Art

Math

Bio

6

11:45-12:20

English

H.E/D.T

Art

Math

English

12:20-13:20

Lunch Break

7

13:20-13:55

Chinese

Music

English

English

Math

8

13:55-14:30

Physic

L.S

English

English

Personal
Growth
Education
(PG.E)

9

14:30-15:05
15:05-15:15

Physic

English

Chinese

Chinese

PG.E

Form Teacher Period

5.4.1.5. An analysis of case study data for Mr. M
The analysis of data collected from the observed lessons (which were also videotaped)
and subsequent recorded interviews indicated that Mr. M’s teaching practices were
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inclined towards a teacher-centred and grammar-based paradigm. The language spoken
by Mr. M in the lessons was mainly in English although sometimes he spoke to his
students in Cantonese. He relied heavily on textbooks, revision papers and supplementary
worksheets as teaching materials in order to increase students’ language sub-skills.
His work program showed clearly that Mr. M’s teaching practices aimed to satisfy school
syllabus requirements and the HKCEE. He felt that he needed to assist his students
acquire grammatical knowledge quickly in order to pass the examinations. He corrected
the work of the learners with the expectation that learners would learn from the corrected
errors. ‘If they understand their deficits and mistakes, they will remember them, so I correct them
and hope they will learn them and use correctly next time’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

5.4.1.6. Pre-existing beliefs, knowledge and practices
Mr. M. indicated that he had no second language teaching background although he has
been teaching English for eight years. ‘For me, obviously I still have rooms [sic] to improve
and I definitely need some sort of professional English learning training. Honestly, I am now
lacking of these things. (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

5.4.1.6.1. Pre-existing beliefs and knowledge
Mr. M attended courses sponsored by the government and tertiary institutions that
focused on the teaching of English. His teaching practices seemed not to have changed
although the courses Mr. M attended provided him theoretical background of teaching
and learning ESL. Rather, his teaching practices reflected what he observed during his
secondary schooling.
English learning should start with reading. When we read more and
then we have sufficient vocabularies, then we can combine the words
with appropriate sentence structures and a message could be conveyed
clearly. I believe that if we want to learn a second language
successfully, we need to practise more and foster the basic grammar
patterns (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).
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Mr. M believed that English is an international language and that English plays an
essential role in communication for people from different places. He believed listening,
reading and oral language are equally important, whereas writing was not so important
because learners do not have many chances to develop writing skills.
Mr. M also believed that English is used in communicating with others ‘… English plays
an essential role in communication for people from different places’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th
March, 2004).

He also believed learning English can be a means for learning new things. As he had
experiences in handling low academic achievers, he indicated that he taught the English
language and the vocabulary that these students may need in their daily lives.
Mr. M agreed that learning English was a difficult task for the students because of its
structures and rules. He further accepted that practice was very important when students
learn a second language. He stated that ‘people who seldom use English will find it hard to
handle’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). He indicated that grammar was another

problem that the students have to face. He also indicated that he would prefer his students
to start with short sentences when they are at their initial stage of learning English. When
students feel confident then he suggests that they ‘combine them together’ to compile a
longer sentence.
Mr. M stated in his first interview that he considered that vocabulary was important. He
stated that, ‘If you do not have enough vocabularies, you cannot write a short sentence, either’
(Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). He also asserted that motivation plays a crucial

factor in learning. Therefore he indicated that he would motivate the class by telling
jokes.
He accepted that professional training is also important for teachers, especially for those
who have less experience. According to his description, the first two years of teaching at
Saint John Secondary School were the ‘toughest’ and one of his ‘harshest experiences’ of
his teaching career. Classroom management and maintaining his relationship with his
students were two far-reaching issues for him.
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[I]n my first year of teaching here, I had problems in handling with
students who have learning and behavioural problems. They are
problematic students. Many students in this school do not respect
teachers and some of them even speak foul language behind our back
and some may dare to say it in front of the teacher. I have tried to be
more lenient with those students who behave well and show respect to
the teacher, but I have to be very strict in dealing with students with
disciplinary problems. As a teacher, I found that it’s difficult to handle
so many ill-behaved students. I often felt disappointed.
In the second year, I became stricter this year. I punished them and
retained them after school for being too naughty and failing to submit
homework on time. They are not afraid of you but they are scared if
they are not leaving on time. They know their ‘good friends’ are
waiting for them out of school. After using this tactic, some became
better at least in front of me. So I felt that ‘strictness’ was useful to
handle the problematic student (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

For Mr. M, therefore being very strict with his students during the lessons and after
school was effective in terms of teaching and classroom management. He continued his
strict practices and maintained a quiet class because he felt that this worked better for his
teaching and his students’ learning.
Due to insufficient knowledge of teaching ESL, he indicated that learning how to teach
English and understand an innovative approach of teaching English was important for
him. He stated that the main reason he participated in the study was because he wanted to
know more about teaching and learning a second language from an outsider who has
expertise in teaching ESL, ‘just like you, Mr. Cho’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).
5.4.1.6.2. Teaching practices
Mr. M indicated that there were many discrepancies between his belief system and
teaching practices. In his beliefs he suggested that learning English should be fun and
interesting. He mentioned that he would quote some jokes from the Internet to catch the
attention of his students.
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The main point of quoting the jokes is to catch the attention of the class.
But it is not about learning the grammar of the jokes. All I want is to
convince them that learning English is real interesting and fun. In fact,
90% of our students reject English with sheer coldness’ (Mr. M
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

In exploring what kind of beliefs drove his teaching practices in the class, he agreed that
grammar was still an important part for the students to learn. ‘If we want to learn a second
language successfully, we need to practise more and foster the basic grammar patterns’ (Mr. M
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

He expressed his disagreement with teaching English by using the students’ mother
tongue. He indicated that if teachers use the mother tongue to teach a second language, it
would impact on the time students had to learn a second language.
[I]f we use Cantonese to teach English, it would make them resist
English. They would think there is no need to listen to English.
However, if I speak English, even a short sentence, they can still have
a chance to listen and practise if I repeat those sentences for many
times. … …. Long-term listening and exposure is necessary for them.
At least, they would not write, “I is a girl”. At least they know the right
one is “I am a girl” (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

5.4.1.7. Lesson Observations
Five lessons were observed and videoed throughout the period of the study. Two lessons
have been chosen to describe here. The first lesson was the first observed, while the
second was observed at the end of the study. These two lessons have been chosen
because they demonstrate some of the changes in Mr. M’s teaching practices.
5.4.1.7.1. Lesson 1:

12th October, 2004.

Mr. M began his lesson by explaining to the students that they needed to complete the
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revision exercises and asking the class to take out their textbook. He emphasized the
exercise they were about to do would be useful for the forthcoming examination. Then he
asked the class monitor to distribute the worksheets. He reminded the class to finish it
carefully. The class then followed what Mr. M told them to do. While the class was
completing the exercises, Mr. M strolled around the room and provided individual
assistance where needed.
After 15 minutes, Mr. M invited individual students to come out and share their answers
by writing them on the blackboard. He read the answers and identified any errors in the
answers. After making any corrections, he told the class to read out the answers together.
An example of this interaction follows:
Mr. M: How much did Peter pay for the storybook?
S: Five.
Mr. M: Say it in a complete sentence, please?
S: Peter paid five dollars for the storybook.
Mr. M: Peter paid five dollars for the storybook. Class, say it twice together after me.
Peter paid five dollars for the storybook.
S: Peter paid five dollars for the storybook.
S: Peter paid five dollars for the storybook.

After checking the answers for this part, he continued the checking and explaining the
sentence structure. For instance, ‘What are kangaroos?’ He emphasized the differences
between the verbs ‘is’ and ‘are’.

5.4.1.7.2. Students’ views on this lesson
At the end of the lesson several students were asked to express their views on the lesson
after school and the work that they had been asked to do. Their views clearly indicated
that they did not engage very deeply in the activities nor did they feel they learnt much.
Student 1: ‘我覺得好煩悶。M老師講得太多’。
(‘I feel bored. Mr. M talked too much’.)
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Student 2: ‘我哋已經學過嗰D模式啦，M老師堂上講嗰D’。
(‘We have already learned the pattern Mr. M presented in the lesson’.)
Student 3: ‘我喜歡的課堂 …呀…遊戲形式。我哋鍾意遊戲同埋我哋鍾意玩。當我哋玩嘅時

候，我哋學得好D’。
(‘The lesson I prefer … eh… games. We like games and we like playing. We can learn better
when we play’.)
Student 4: ‘當我感到悶嘅時候，我好容易唔記得D嘢。之所以我D英文成績咁差。我父母成

日囉哩囉唆同埋叫我上堂比心機。不過你知啦， 上堂真係好悶嫁。課堂真係令我顛嫁’。	
  
(‘When I feel bored, I forget things easily. That why my English marks are relatively low. My
parents also grumble a lot and urge me to pay more attention during the lessons. But you
know, …it is quite boring. The lessons drive me crazy’.)

5.4.1.7.3. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 1
Mr. M’s lesson demonstrated his inadequate knowledge of teaching and relied on
worksheets to teach his students discrete grammar items. His teaching practices showed
that it was a behavouristic, grammar bounded and transmissive lesson. He led the
classroom activities and it was clear that the majority of the time was spent on whole
class choral speaking with the students listening to the teacher and following instructions
led by the teacher. Mr. M limited his activities to doing exercises and checking the
answers.
It is clear that the lesson falls into the teacher-led category. The teacher asked students
questions in order to make sure that the students understood the differences between the
verb ‘to be: is and are’. For the majority of time, the teacher dominated the time and the
students were listening to the teacher and that limited mutual verbal interactions can be
found between the teacher and students.
At the beginning of the lesson, the teacher tried to explain the importance of the function
of the revision exercise and asked the students to practise what they had learned in the
previous lessons. The students did not respond to the teacher enthusiastically. They did
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not ask for clarifications and explanations. For the majority of the time, the students were
listening to the teacher and there was little verbal interaction between teacher and
students. Mr. M continued to make clarifications of grammar usages that he thought were
useful for the students to get a pass in the forthcoming examination. The student
responses indicated that they found the lesson boring and not at all a useful learning
experience.
Mr. M used both L1 and L2 for the instruction. He used L1 only when he provided
individual assistance for students in need. This was because he thought that ‘students can
understand easily’ (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October, 2004). He used L2 while he was teaching

comprehension and facilitation of language development in a whole class situation. The
teacher did not provide any feedback to the students, even any negative feedback.
It is clear that the teacher was bounded by his experiences of personally being a student
of learning a second language. It was also evident that Mr. M viewed that learning
English is a serious matter and students should learn the language bit by bit. On the other
hand, students reflected different views of learning. They insisted learning should be fun.
Throughout the lesson, Mr. M demonstrated his view that teacher is the correct model
and an expert, and so he tried to correct the grammar mistakes found in the works of his
students. ‘If I correct their mistakes, they’ll remember them all and I really hope they will learn
from them’ (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October, 2004). ‘By correcting them, I’m helping them learn
the language a bit quicker and faster’ (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October, 2004). ‘They have to
know the correct way of writing a sentence. They need to know how to compose a sentence. …The
more they see the correct model, the more they can get it in their mind’ (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th
October, 2004).

The data revealed that Mr. M’s teaching practices and his beliefs were in contradiction.
He did not immerse his students in what could be called a meaningful language
environment. The classroom was not flooded with written and spoken language. Mr. M
provided little opportunity for his class to make any approximations and learn from these.
It seemed Mr. M felt it was his responsibility to transmit the information and thus he gave
little opportunity for students to take any responsibility for their learning. Mr. M clearly
dominated his lesson by giving the class work and he demonstrated how English
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grammar is to be used.
5.4.1.7.4. Lesson 2: 4th April, 2005
The second lesson was observed in the study six months after the first one reported
above.
The outcomes of the lesson were that students would be able to:
1. identify the different parts of their faces in English;
2. use vocabulary about ‘face’ to describe the appearance of people;
3. understand instructions about doing simple actions; and
4. produce sentences regarding the description of people’s appearance.
While the computer was warming up, Mr. M asked his class to put their notebooks on the
desks. The teacher showed students a picture of a famous character on a TV drama series,
Lee Siu Ho, and began:
Mr. M: Today we are going to see a wonderful woman. Look at the screen. Do you know who is
she?
Students: Ah Ho. Lee Siu Ho.
Mr. M: Which TV series did she star in?
Student: A new story of Ah Wong.
Mr. M: Right.

Then Mr. M asked students questions about the character, such as her name, etc. Mr. M
showed different parts of her face and used a cursor to highlight each of them on the
screen, such as nose, hair, face, and chin. He told the class to write down the words in
their notebook. Mr. M then introduced ‘upper lip’ and ‘lower lip’ to the class. He
continued by introducing ‘forehead’ and ‘eyebrows’. The class then read these words
after the teacher. Mr. M then introduced a game to the class called ‘teacher says’.
After the game, Mr. M showed two pictures of a celebrity, who is a daughter of a famous
star, on the screen. He asked the class to identify the differences between these two
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pictures and elicited their responses to her face by using the vocabulary learned in the
lesson. He further explained the feature of ‘double chin’ and ‘pointed chin’.
Mr. M: Who has a pointed chin in this class? Do I have a double chin?
Student: No.
Mr. M: Do I have a pointed chin?
Student: Yes.
Mr. M: Could all of you give me a complete sentence?
Student: You have a pointed chin.
Mr. M: How about Yan Yee (the famous celebrity shown on the screen)?
Student A: She has a double chin.
Mr. M: Could you combine two sentences together? Mr. M has … and Yan Yee has a …
Student A: You have a pointed chin and she has a double chin.
Mr. M: Good. Please give him a big hand.

Before the lesson ended, Mr. M told the class to move into pairs. One student was asked
to draw the part of the face that his/her partner described. To end the lesson, Mr. M asked
each student to write five sentences on the worksheet to describe what they had drawn.
5.4.1.7.5. Students’ views on this lesson
At the end of the lesson several students were asked their views on the lesson after school.
Their views clearly indicate that they liked the lesson and engaged the activities
enthusiastically. They believed they understood what Mr. M taught during the lesson.
Student 1: ‘今堂有D攪笑嘢睇吓，無咁悶’。
(This lesson is not as boring as those before because we have some funny photos to see).
Student 2: ‘今堂透過咁得意的人物圖片，我地學識咗人面上的器官名詞，好呀！得意好多，

同學又有得玩，又有得笑，原來又有嘢學，幾開心呀！’
(Mr. M teaches us some facial expressions through the funny photos of celebrities. It’s good. It’s
funnier. Our classmates can play and laugh but the most important that we learned. We’re happy
with this).
Student 3: ‘原來透過咁攪嘢的相，都可以愛嚟學英文，幾好呀！唔會咁悶，好過齋聽、齋讀、

齋串，入腦都快好多。’
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(I don’t think we can learn English through these facetious pictures before. This is a good lesson.
It is better than those lessons previous in which we can listen only, read only and even spell only.
Through those pictures, we remember easily).

5.4.1.7.6. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 2
The lesson clearly demonstrated that Mr. M had begun to transform his teaching practices
and started to make the connection between his new beliefs of teaching and learning ESL
and his teaching practices in classroom. He was aware of establishing an encouraging and
stress free learning environment in which group work and collaborative activities
appeared to be the major teaching strategies. The importance of games obviously
provided a comfortable learning arena for students. ‘[T]hrough games, each student can
have the chance to participate and there will be interactions in the classroom’ (Mr. M Interview 5,
8th April, 2005).

Mr. M acknowledged that his students were actively involved in the activities he
introduced and he indicated he felt comfortable and confident to teach in this way. He
chose his lesson content because it related to the daily lives of his students. ‘I think it’s
important as we have many chances to use it in our daily lives’ (Mr. M Interview 5, 8th April,
2005).

It was apparent that Mr. M tried to organize his lesson more towards being
learner-centred and communicative. However, the game ‘teacher says’ did not seem to
have a communicative purpose. Obviously, the major purpose of it was providing a more
relaxing atmosphere and therefore stress-free beginning for the students.
It was clear that Mr. M had made improvements to his teaching. In these lessons at the
late stage of the study, he strove to transform his lessons into more interesting and learner
centred teaching/learning periods. He also made sure that the lesson content was related
to the interests of his students.
Mr. M demonstrated that he had begun to understand that a second language is learned
best when the learners are immersed in meaningful and whole contexts. His beliefs and
practices became focused on collaborative rather than transmission processes for ESL
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learning. He was beginning to allow his students to take more responsibility for their own
learning. During the lesson, he provided a great deal of positive reinforcement and
feedback to his students, which in turn support them in taking risks in the attempts to use
the target language. His students felt confident and supported by the teacher. Mr. M
demonstrated how to make sentences and encouraged his students to approximate
Standard English.
It seemed clear that Mr. M was beginning to transform some of his new knowledge into
his existing beliefs about the teaching of English. His greater awareness, both technical
and theoretical it seems, led to this transformation. He also made changes to his teaching
practices that could also be called transformative and it could be argued that there were
significant indicators of his development. However it is also clear that many of his
pre-existing beliefs were still closed to change and could be called ‘closed beliefs’. These
‘closed beliefs’ seemed to be deep-seated and due to external inhibitors might be difficult
to change. For instance, Mr. M still chose to have a strong emphasis on the explicit
teaching and correct usage of English grammar. He also emphasized the importance of
getting a pass in the examinations. It is clear that his students showed more interest and
incentive to take part in the lessons but they too seemed to have ‘closed beliefs’ for
learning English which remained unchanged: their aim was to get a pass in the school and
public examinations, enter tertiary education and find a better job.
5.4.1.8. The Bridge for Making Connections: Awareness
Mr. M revealed that the few training courses he had attended in the past and during the
time span of this study had provided for him a superficial understanding of teaching and
learning theories of ESL. He expressed that he was not ‘an English person’ (Mr. M
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004) so that the motivation for making a change in his teaching

practices was relatively low. He requested courses for improving his teaching strategies
rather than seeking to obtain a qualification to be a fully qualified teacher of English.
‘[O]f course not only for English itself, as well as pay attention to their level of teaching’ (Mr. M
Interview1, 15th March, 2004).

Mr. M indicated that he preferred sharing with his colleagues about teaching ESL rather
than attending seminars, except those assigned by his principal. ‘Sharing is a kind of
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improvements’ (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th June, 2005). He commented that sharing with the

NET teacher was useful because ‘this gives me a chance to know more about their cultures
and teaching methods’ (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th June, 2005).

The involvement in the study caused Mr. M to reflect on his own teaching beliefs and
practices and the responses he received throughout the study served as incentives for him
to begin to transform his thinking and his practices. He stated, ‘I may need to change my
beliefs on and off’ (Mr. M Interview 4, 11th February, 2005). He began to consult the

researcher and his principal about how to teach English more effectively and interestingly.
After these discussions, Mr. M appeared to be more confident in implementing the new
ideas and strategies into his lessons, which were evident toward the later sessions of the
study. It reflected that he was on the way of transformative development in which he felt
the need to change his teaching strategies and try more appropriate strategies in his class.
It was apparent that Mr. M was aware he needed theoretical and practical support.
5.4.1.9. New teaching beliefs, knowledge and practices
During the study, Mr. M moved towards a more learner-centred approach and showed a
tendency to shift the paradigms of his beliefs and practices. Mr. M was more aware of the
new ideas of teaching and learning ESL. However there still appeared to be a conflict
with his embedded beliefs which guided his teaching practices. He had initially had
trouble in making the connection between his teaching practices and the new teaching
ideas. He stated, ‘I don’t know how to handle it. Does it really work?’ (Mr. M Interview 4, 11th
February, 2005). As he became more involved in the study, he began to understand under

what kinds of conditions his students might learn better. He gradually tried out some new
teaching strategies at his own pace and comfort level. He indicated that the requested
guidance and assistance from the significant others enabled him to be more alert to be
more open in his thinking and to adopt what was suitable for him and his class.
I think games are very effective in arousing the learning interests of the
students. However, whether it’s really effective or not, really depends on
what kind of students they are. For some other class, the students may
not be willing to try new things and participate in activities, but I have
gained confidence in this class. They are much more open to new ways of
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learning and are interested in it (Mr. M Interview 5,8th April, 2005).

Throughout the study Mr. M was on the way in identifying a clearer picture about how to
teach and implement the ideas into his class. He tried to make sense of the new teaching
beliefs and approaches and appropriate these into his repertoire. ‘I was there. I am
improving and developing to be a sensible teacher of English. Aren’t I?’ (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th
June, 2005).

5.4.1.10. Process of change: Sense-making and Appropriation
It can be argued that during the transformative developmental process, two fundamental
mechanisms underlying Mr. M’s beliefs system began to interact with the new ideas.
These two mechanisms are sense-making and appropriation (these are outlined in Chapter
3). The development of teaching practices of Mr. M illustrated that his view of ESL
education had begun to change. He indicated he was pleased to note the changes. He
stated that during the study, he revisited both his personal beliefs and his teaching
practices to determine how they related with the new ideas and strategies from the
courses and the significant others. He affirmed that he had tried to implement some new
ideas into his class. For example, after seeking advices and suggestions from the
researcher and attending the professional courses suggested by his principal, he was
aware of the need to transform and change his teaching strategies.
I am sure I would try these ideas in my lessons and also evaluate the
results. It will be fine if the responses are good. If not, I will try to
modify and adapt to another way (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th June, 2005).

Mr. M indicated that when he implemented the teaching strategies from his significant
others and the training courses into his teaching practices, they needed to ‘make sense’
with his teaching episodes. He would appropriate those that made sense to him into his
repertoire of teaching practices, thus transformation had then occurred. He indicated that
in the process of making sense and the appropriation of the new information in his
teaching practices and strategies, he transformed his teaching practices and he constantly
reviewed, adapted and modified them. He found the new ideas steered him toward
change – small incremental change. ‘I think about the reason why I am teaching in this way,
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not that way’ (Mr. M Interview 3, 17th December, 2004).

Mr. M indicated that he was now more aware about his teaching practices and how they
related to the learning of his students. He also indicated that successful implementation of
new ideas into his class and positive feedback from his students enhanced his confidence
to adopt any newly learned approach. The successful experience encouraged him to make
a transformative change.
It’s great to see the new teaching practices perform pretty well and
actually have positive responses which I had never had. That’s a
change. I drive myself reflecting on what I did and understood with the
new ideas (Mr. M Interview 4, 11th February, 2005).

5.4.1.11. Enablers and Inhibitors in the process of change
There are two broad categories of mechanisms, enablers and inhibitors, which worked as
enablers and barriers for the teacher in making any transformation. The enablers helped
Mr. M make connections between what he learned and what he did in the classroom
while the inhibitors blocked him in making changes.
5.4.1.11.1. Enablers in the process of teacher development
The professional courses that he attended during this study and in previous times served
as enablers in fostering Mr. M’s theoretical background which helped him to be more
aware of the need for understanding current theories of teaching and learning ESL. The
information presented in the courses reflected the theoretical underpinnings of the
English Curriculum and seemed to challenge his embedded beliefs of teaching and
learning ESL and the teaching practices in his ESL classes to which he had become
accustomed. The courses made him begin to think about his teaching practices in the past
and also to think about what he needed to do in the class as a teacher of English. They
served as a catalyst for change in the theoretical awareness of the teacher.
The courses provided him with an arena in which he could engage in transformative
development. Mr. M commented, ‘So I think my beliefs have changed from time to time’ (Mr.
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M Interview 5, 8th April, 2005). ‘I know my insufficiencies and I need help, the courses do help me
to know more about the current theories’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Significant others were another enabler for Mr. M. Sharing with the researcher and his
colleagues actually helped him to develop. He had opportunities to reflect on the new
teaching strategies in a relaxing environment. ‘I have (support from my colleagues). Sharing
is a kind of support. I foster my knowledge which I can go by’ (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th June,
2005). ‘I learnt … from the courses, and probably discussed with the expert, just like you, Mr.
Cho’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). Significant others enabled him to transform and

become aware of the incongruence between his embedded beliefs and the new theories he
was learning about. In turn, he could change his teaching practices to create a more
productive and holistic learning environment for his students.
Students’ responses also served as significant enablers for Mr. M to transform his
teaching practices and reinforce his beliefs. In turn they enhanced his confidence to
continue to pursue the processes of sense making and appropriation. Students’ positive
responses to the new teaching practices showed that his students liked the activities and
appeared to benefit from them.
我好鍾意呢一堂因為我感到成堂都好開心。
(I like this lesson very much because I feel happy during the lesson.)
M sir今日好唔同，佢用電腦去教我哋。今堂十分之有趣同埋好玩，我地又學到嘢。
(It was different today and Mr. M taught by using a computer. It was funny and interesting. We
learned.)

Successes in trying the new teaching practices encouraged him to continue trying them in
his class. He began to feel confident and more willing to incorporate the new teaching
practices into his English classes. He indicated that he gained supportive feedback from
his students and found his students enjoyed his new teaching practices, which forced him
to contemplate his embedded beliefs and make changes in his teaching routines.
5.4.1.11.2. Inhibitors in the process of teacher development
There was another set of factors found in the data that served to hinder Mr. M in making
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any changes to his beliefs and practices.
The ‘washback effect’ of public examination was the major inhibitor that created a barrier
to Mr. M’s transformative development. Mr. M indicated that although he understood
teaching practices that would benefit his students, he felt the pressure of getting his
students to pass the examinations tended to hinder him trying things.
You can understand that the reputation of our school is not so good.
Indeed, we need a higher passing rate in the open examination to
promote our school and attract more primary school students so that
their parents choose our school in their first three favourite schools in
the Placement Allocation Scheme. It is a survival matter (Mr. M
Interview 2, 15th October, 2005).

The school program in combination with the requirements of the school authority can
also be categorized as inhibitors of teacher development. All the teachers of the same
level are required to follow the teaching schedule in order to show the progressive stages
of each level to the school authority. Under such a circumstance, no alternatives can be
made even if a class was behind the schedule.
Discrepancy between the official curriculum and examination policy also enforced
enormous effect on teacher learning. Mr. M indicated that it was difficult to implement
new teaching practices and ideas in the class as there were discrepancies found in these
two official documents. As a result, not only did Mr. M feel confused when he attempted
to transform his curriculum but also felt frustrated when he needed to gear his students to
prepare the open examinations. ‘I don’t think we can promote our students’ ability in using
English because we actually struggle in two totally different policies’ (Mr. M Interview 6, 13th
June, 2005).

Parent attitudes played a significant role in inhibiting Mr. M making significant changes
in his teaching methods. He indicated that he felt he would have a negative response from
parents if he changed his teaching practices so that he was not teaching grammar items
explicitly. Parents would bring their concerns to the school authority. Thus he felt
reluctant to change his practices in the teaching of grammar and spelling for the fear of
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parents making complaints.
If they do not have a solid knowledge of grammar or get a pass in the
examinations, their parents may blame you or our school authority by
saying we are not trying our best to push up the English standard of
their son and daughter (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

5.4.1.12. Overall Interpretative Summary of Case Study 1
For Mr. M the new ideas of teaching a second language created a challenge for him in
reconciling his existing beliefs and teaching practices. Mr. M indicated that participation
in the study steered him to rethinking his role and teaching beliefs and practices.
It was apparent from the very first interview that Mr. M was aware of his inadequate
knowledge of teaching a second language, but he had continued to focus on teaching
what was needed to prepare his students to pass the examinations. When he became part
of the research study he began to feel more confident to try new ideas in his classroom.
It was evident from the classroom observations that Mr. M was aware that his teaching
style needed to be changed when he translated the implemented knowledge into practices
in his class. He began to feel confident to justify his belief system about second language
learning in the process of planning and presentation.
It can be argued that there are two factors that could support Mr. M in changing. Some
professional training courses helped Mr. M make a connection between theory and his
practices. Such training could help him confirm where and how he might change his
teaching. The courses gave him concepts of teaching and learning ESL. They provided
for him ‘comprehensible inputs’ which could help him to scaffold his teaching ideas and
beliefs about teaching English. Another factor was Mr. M’s significant others, such as the
researcher, who could show him how to put the theories into practice. They provided him
a model of teaching. These two factors could be considered as enablers of him practising
new ideas in his class.
For Mr. M the processes of making-sense and appropriation were two ways to
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comprehend the abstract ideas and put them into concrete practices in the class. These
two processes helped him to accomplish his teaching tasks.
In these two processes, Mr. M considered the responses, both positive and negative, of
students in his class stimulated change his teaching practices. This was revealed when Mr.
M received students’ positive feedback, which encouraged him to adopt his new ideas,
becoming confident to apply these strategies into his classroom. When he received
negative feedback from his students, Mr. M became aware of the need to try to alter his
practices.
It would seem that the teaching style of Mr. M began to move from
teacher-and-examination centred to student-and-communication centred in which he was
required to make fundamental changes in the deeply seated beliefs. It would be
reasonable to argue that any changes to Mr. M’s teaching practices were the results of the
suggestions made by the professional training courses and the significant others.
However, it seems that while Mr. M’s teaching practices had may be an indicator of
changes to his open beliefs, is would seen that his closed beliefs seemed unchanged.
A range of stakeholders can be considered to have potentially affected Mr. M in the
process of transformation. They were, curriculum policy, examination policy, school
policy, parent attitudes and students’ results and responses. It was apparent that during
the process of development, the above-mentioned stakeholders exerted an influence on
Mr. M’s change, in both positive and negative ways.
It was evident that Mr. M’s process of development highlighted a process from
unconscious lower level to unconscious higher level. There are several phases in this
process.
In the first phase, involving the unconscious lower level, Mr. M acquired his knowledge
at school and accumulated his experiences of being a teacher by seeing what his teachers
did. He attended seminars and courses sponsored by the government and universities in
which he was told how to teach and teach better. He also experienced a difficult first year
of teaching at Saint John Secondary School. During the first year of dilemma, he changed
his teaching behaviours and tried to be a tough teacher at his school. He acquired
background knowledge and accumulated experiences at an unconscious lower level.
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In the second phase, involving the conscious lower level, Mr. M was aware of the need to
transform in order to teach effectively and efficiently. When he participated in the study,
he indicated to the researcher that he wanted to make a change. ‘I had been aware of my
teaching was not good enough’ (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). During the discussions

and interviews with the researcher, he clearly stated that he had become aware of the
inadequacies of his beliefs and his teaching practices. It seemed that Mr. M used his
existing schemata to make a linkage to his new learning.
In the third phase, involving the conscious higher level, Mr. M continued to uncover the
beliefs that lay behind his teaching practices. As he found himself becoming more
knowledgeable about how to teach English in his class, he became more confident to
make a change. He changed his teaching behaviours after consulting with the researcher
and discussions with his colleagues. Mr. M sought to integrate his learning experiences
into his classroom practices to assist him to initiate change. His changing teaching
behaviours signaled the transformative development in which he went beyond his current
stance.
In the fourth phase, involving the unconscious higher level, Mr. M formulated his own
theories of teaching and learning ESL and consolidated his own unique teaching style,
which was appreciated by his students. He became confident to teach ESL. He
internalized what he experienced and he applied this in the class.
When Mr. M began to participate in this research study, the results revealed that his
teaching practices were in need of change. He realized that there were many internal
conflicts between his beliefs system and practices. The observations and interviews
showed that Mr. M’s teaching practices were changing to being more child-centred and
communicative. But his closed beliefs and teaching practices were still apparent in his
lessons, such as being grammar-based, teacher-led most the time and retaining external
assessment as an important role in learning.
It was indicated that change is a process that can take a long time. Change in teaching
practices and knowledge was easier than changing beliefs. If a real change is needed,
substantial change in beliefs must come first.
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When discussing teaching, it was shown that beliefs were being accumulated from the
experiences that could be internalized into one’s own beliefs. It was clear that Mr. M’s
practices in the class were guided by his beliefs. There were two domains or components
of the beliefs system, one is open to change and one is not. In the open beliefs system,
there were some subsystems interrelated. Some were relevant and some may have been in
conflict. The open beliefs system could be changed by means of professional
development programs and significant others or something else no matter positive and
negative. The closed beliefs systems could be changed by means of appropriation in
which successful experiences were major catalysts.
Mr. M’s data confirmed that beliefs system and practices are highly correlated. It required
confidence to articulate the beliefs into practices. Mr. M tried strategies to alter and adopt
his existing practices to create a suitable classroom environment to suit the needs of his
students and make sense of the two contradictory sets of new policies. Clearly it is
arguable that both the teaching practices and beliefs of Mr. M were changed, yet what
was also evident in the classroom observations was the pressure Mr. M felt to teach what
he believed would be tested in the examinations. These conflicting pressures are likely to
continue to inhibit any deep learning and major changes in the teaching of English by Mr.
M. It is interesting to note at the time of writing the thesis Mr. M had made the decision
to no longer teach in this field.

5.4.2. Case Study 2: Miss C
5.4.2.1. Background of the participant
Miss C was another participant teacher in the study who was a teacher of English at Saint
John Catholic Secondary School. She was in her late thirties when she participated in the
study. She had been brought up in a wealthy family where her parents were
businesspersons. When she was young, her parents sent her to the United Kingdom to
complete her senior secondary schooling and tertiary education. She was the only
daughter of her family but she had a younger brother. She studied in a private English
medium primary school that was sponsored by a Catholic church.
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She graduated from a university in the United Kingdom and her major study was business
management. After obtaining a B.A. degree there, she continued her studies and
completed an MBA degree from an Australian university. When she completed her
postgraduate degree, she didn’t go directly into a teaching career because she was
pregnant. After her baby was born, she became a primary teacher in Hong Kong. She
initially taught Chinese and Mathematics in a primary school. Later, she was employed as
a teacher of English in Saint John Catholic Secondary School. She had been teaching
English for more than ten years when the study began. Having no training in teaching
English, she found herself ill equipped, so she took a post-graduate certificate of
education course at a Hong Kong university. Her major teaching subject was English
(ESL) when the study began.
At the time the study started, she was the panel chairwoman of the department of English
language at Saint John Catholic Secondary School. She was also taking a course that
provides the basic preparation for the qualifying examination for eligibility as a panel
chair overseeing teaching English in the Hong Kong school system.
5.4.2.2. The Class: Form Two B
The participant class was form two. The majority of the students were from low
social-economic status families. All the students were Chinese and came from a housing
estate nearby. All the students and their parents had expectations that they would achieve
high marks in the examinations and would get into tertiary education. Their academic
results showed that they strived to behave well and fulfill their parents’ expectations.
They were the best performing class among the three form two classes. There were 30
students in the class when the research began. The students always sat in rows, facing the
teacher and a blackboard that was in front of the class.
According to Miss C, her students were not genuinely interested in learning English even
though they had confidence in gaining higher academic results in the examinations.
5.4.2.3. Classroom Context: Physical Classroom Setting
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Miss C’s classroom was located at the second end of the corridor of the third floor next to
Mr. M’s class. With 30 students in the class, there was little space for the teacher to
access each student to provide individual assistance without a great deal of difficulty. The
blackboard was fixed to the wall well behind the teacher’s desk. A computer was placed
just next to the teacher desk for the convenience of the teacher’s use of information
technology in the lesson. In front of the blackboard, there was a rolling screen for
projection. The class was arranged to suit a traditional approach to teaching: the teacher
at the front for transmitting knowledge, with rows of desks facing the teacher and
blackboard. Males and females sat separately, but according to Miss C, she did not assign
them in this arrangement. ‘I didn’t ask them to sit like this. That’s how they sat. There was no
plan on that. That’s how they organized themselves’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

There were some decorations and environmental prints on the walls of the classroom.
Some notices from the school authority were posted on the bulletin board as is usual. A
plan of the classroom is shown in Figure 20.
Figure 20
Classroom Setting of Miss C’s class

Blackboard
door
Teacher’s Desk

5.4.2.4. Timetable for the class
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Miss C’s ESL lessons were timetabled everyday from Monday to Friday. Each English
lesson was 35 minutes but some of her lessons ran as double lessons that lasted for 70
minutes. A copy of her timetable is given in Table 6.
Table 6
Time Table of Miss C’s Class
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

8:10-8:30
1

8:30-9:05

Thursday

Friday

L.S.

Chinese

Math

Morning Prayer
Physics

Morning
Reading

2

9:05-9:40

Physics

Music

Chinese

R.E.

Math

3

9:40-10:15

Art

English

PTH

English

Chinese

4

10:15-10:50

Art

R.E.

Bio

English

Bio

English

L.S.

H.E./D.T.

English

L.S.

H.E./D.T.

10:50-11:10
5

11:10-11:45

Recess
English

Computer
Studies

6

11:45-12:20

English

Computer
Studies

12:20-13:20

Lunch Break

7

13:20-13:55

L.S.

Chinese

Math

Chemistry

English

8

13:55-14:30

PTH

Chinese

P.E.

Chemistry

PG.E.

9

14:30-15:05

Chinese

Math

P.E.

Math

PG.E.

15:05-15:15

Form Teacher Period

In the following section, the case study addresses the participant’s pre-existing beliefs,
knowledge and her teaching practices before analysing the process of how the participant
changed. The case study reports then explores the themes that emerged from the data
analysis.

5.4.2.5. An analysis of case study data for Miss C
The analysis of data collected from the videotaped lessons and recorded interviews
indicated that Miss C’s teaching practices were also inclined towards a teacher-centred
teaching paradigm and had been for years. It was clear that her teaching practices were
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the reflections of how she learned English and her experiences overseas, and thus she
aimed to have a ‘friendly atmosphere’. It constituted her embedded, closed, belief that
learning a second language in a stress free and encouraging environment definitively had
advantages. ‘If they (students) feel more confident about learning English language, they will
improve steadily’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

The language spoken by Miss C in English lessons was mainly English, although she
occasionally spoke to her students in Cantonese when explaining abstract ideas. Her
teaching program showed clearly that Miss C’s classroom teaching practices aimed to
satisfy the linguistic requirement and examination format of both the school and the
HKCEE.
5.4.2.6. Pre-existing beliefs, knowledge and practices
Miss C stated in the first interview, on 15th March 2004, that she had little experience in
teaching English even though she was doing a recognized qualification course in teaching
English. Miss C’s teaching practices reflected her learning experiences overseas. She
indicated that she needed to learn some specific skills, including, ‘the classroom
management skills, practical skills and theoretical knowledge of learning English’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

5.4.2.6.1. Pre-existing beliefs and knowledge
Miss C had attended courses and seminars in the teaching of a second language during
the two years prior to the study. She had been trying to implement the theories and
practices she had encountered into the courses into her class. She appeared to accept the
notion of a communicative approach and gave opportunities for her students to interact
with each other during the lessons. However there were discrepancies between her
practices and her course content. ‘I believe that there are few key tips that help us learn
language easier. Those are: listen more, read more, write more and speak more’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). ‘I think the quickest way to learn a second language is to speak
frequently and it’s the most important element too’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

However Miss C indicated that she also believed rote learning in vocabulary was
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important because it enhanced learning and expanded the vocabulary bank in the minds
of her students.
At the end of the day, we mainly encourage our students to remember
as much vocabulary as they can. I think this is the basic way to learn
good English (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Miss C believed that English is an ‘international language’ and therefore plays an
important role in improving and widening the perspective of the youngsters in Hong
Kong. She also recognised that listening, writing, speaking and reading were four modes
of language and she asserted that ‘practices make perfect’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th march,
2004). ‘I think once they have done their best to learn and practise, they will be doing just fine. If
they do so, I don’t see they will face any big problem’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). ‘In
order to learn a language successfully, the learners should listen more, read more, write more
and speak more’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). Within the four modes of language

learning, Miss C assumed that speaking is the quickest and the most direct way to acquire
the target language. ‘When you communicate with others, you should speak up in order to keep
the conversation going on’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Miss C agreed that English learning is a difficult task for the Hong Kong students
because ‘the structure of English is totally different from our languages’ (Miss C Interview 1,
15th March, 2004). Besides the structures, Miss C asserted that the limited opportunity for

using English also hinders students in acquiring the target language. ‘I think the less
opportunities our students contact with it, the more difficult for them to learn it properly’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). ‘[M]ore than 90% of residents in Hong Kong are Chinese and
most of them speak Cantonese. We seldom speak or write to the native English speaking people.
Therefore, although we are surrounded by English, we know it is there, we seem to ignore it’
(Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Miss C also identified psychological factors as important in learning a second language.
‘[W]ithout a good beginning or not having a really happy and fabulous learning experience
might lead to a negative influence and resist learning English’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March,
2004). ‘To be a good learner, all you need is perseverance and determination’ (Miss C Interview
1, 15th March, 2004).
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Miss C indicated that she would try to make her teaching more interesting, ‘the more the
activities or things related to realistic situation, the easier the students to absorb’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). In addition, she also supposed ‘simple English is good English’
(Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). Miss C identified that most of her students believe

that learning English is hard, ‘English is complicated and difficult to learn’ (Miss C Interview 1,
15th March, 2004) and that this belief hinders them in learning English and ‘makes them
confused and resist English’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

5.4.2.6.2. Teaching practices
Miss C’s teaching behaviours in her classroom indicated that there were internal conflicts
between her belief system and teaching practices. Not having had sufficient training as a
teacher of ESL, Miss C had little to base her understanding on except her past teaching
and learning experiences. Miss C came from a traditional, repetitious secondary school
environment that was teacher centred with the teacher standing in front of the class and
lecturing. Compounding this, she lived overseas for a few years and experienced a more
relaxing and holistic environment for learning. It made her start to consider the way she
could teach when she began teaching.
When I began my teaching career, it’s a really turbulent time for me
that I had to think about how to teach and made me start to ask myself
what would I need to change to fit the school (Miss C Interview 1, 15th
March, 2004).

Sometimes, her experiences at secondary school steered her teaching practices back to
more teacher centred teaching approaches. In her secondary schooling, her teacher of
English adopted a grammar-translation approach, emphasising grammar, recitation,
dictation and reading aloud. In her teaching practice, Miss C showed that she believed
that vocabularies are important, asking her students to do dictation even though the
practice was not suggested by the Education Department. ‘We wish them to remember as
many as they could, but on the other hand, Education Department has recently pointed out that
this kind of learning activities are not encouraged. We do violate a bit of Education Department’s
aims’ (Miss C Interview1, 15th March, 2004). In doing dictations, she felt that it would assist

students ‘communicate effectively and convey their ideas clearly’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th
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March, 2004).

5.4.2.7. Lesson Observation
Five lessons were observed and videoed through the period of the study. Two of these are
described here. The first lesson here was the first one observed, while the second was
observed at the end of the study. These two lessons have been chosen because they
demonstrate some of the significant changes in Miss C’s teaching practices.
5.4.2.7.1. Lesson 1: 13th October, 2004
The content of this lesson was wh-question words. Miss C tried to teach her students how
to use different types of wh-question words correctly and identify the differences among
wh-question words.
Miss C started her lesson with some concrete grammatical input. She raised a question to
arouse students’ memory and reminded them to finish their exercises at home. She
invited a student to come to the blackboard to write down the question words and then
she read out the answers of the first three set questions from their textbook.
Miss C continued her lesson by asking her students about the rest of the question words
and reminded her class to finish the selected questions. She then reminded her students of
the requirements of each question, for example in question 4 she highlighted ‘a place to
hold a food festival’. While the class was engaging in the exercises, she highlighted the
importance of putting the answers in their notebook, ‘put all your answers on your notebook,
if not, you’ll not able to do a survey afterwards’.

When it came time for checking answers with the class, Miss C invited students to come
out and write down their answers one by one. She then corrected the mistakes the
students made, for example, the spelling, the correct form of question words and sentence
structure.
After this checking, Miss C introduced a survey task based on what they had learned
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about the question words. She then wrote down the question words on the blackboard to
remind the class how to use them correctly. She wrote: what – things; when – time;
which – people or things; how – in what way; why – reason or reasons; who – people and
where – place. She then invited a girl to be the interviewee in a mock interview. Finally,
the lesson ended with reminder for the students to write their work in complete sentences.
5.4.2.7.2. Students’ view on this lesson
At the end of the lesson, several students were asked their views on the lesson and the
work that they had been asked to do. Their responses clearly indicate that they did not
engage very enthusiastically in the activities nor did they feel they learned much.
Student 1: ‘唔駛佢教我都識喇！唓！舊時都學過喇！’
(It is not a necessary for her to teach me. Uh! I have learned before).
Student 2: ‘以前都學過喇。無乜特別呀！’
([We] have learned it before. It has nothing special).
Student 3: ‘考試考唔考嘅先？唔考，唔好教喇！’
(Is it a part of examination questions? If not, there is no need to teach).
Student 4: ‘播D講英文嘅卡通片比我地睇好過玩埋呢D咁嘅遊戲，好悶啫。D同學出嚟講來講

去，都唔知想我地做乜。我地好悶嫁，又細聲，又無表情，好悶播。’	
  
(It is better to play us an English cartoon rather than to play this kind of game. It is boring. I
can’t see any substantial help for us. The classmates are asked to talk to each other but they
talked too soft and they had no facial expression at all. It is quite tedious).

5.4.2.7.3. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 1
Miss C’s lesson indicated little evidence of the knowledge of practice of current theories
of teaching and learning ESL in this lesson. She organized her lesson apparently as a
duplicate of her own experience of secondary schooling.
Her teaching practices showed that it was a grammar bounded, transmission lesson. She
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limited her teaching practices to doing grammar exercises based on the textbook and an
integrated interview exercise. The focus of the lesson was to highlight how to use the
correct form of wh-question words. To start the lesson, Miss C raised her students’
memory from what they had learned by asking questions.
This lesson falls into the teacher-led category. As observed, Miss C led the class activities
that prepared the class to do a survey. She asked students questions in order to make sure
the students understood the differences between all the wh-questions they learned.
Students were required to follow the instructions and listen to the teacher; Miss C limited
her activities on writing a sentence and checking the answers. The students in her class
were passive learners.
During the episode of answer checking, and for most of the lesson, there was very little
two-way interaction between the teacher and students. Clearly, Miss C organized her
lesson using a skill-based, systematic structure. She was most concerned about how to
give the students more practice in language production. The purpose of this lesson was to
use the wh-question words correctly, and the teacher’s strategy for this was to provide the
correct models and correct their grammatical, orthographical and syntactic mistakes. She
maintained a teacher-question-student-response process and teacher-modification of the
answers.
The students were observed to not respond to the teacher enthusiastically. They did not
ask for clarifications and explanations. For the majority of the time, the students were
listening to the teacher and there was insufficient verbal interaction between teacher and
students for clarification of meaning. Miss C explained the differences between all the
wh-question words that she thought might useful for the students to do the forthcoming
survey. The student responses indicated clearly that they found the lesson boring and
tedious and it was not a useful learning experience.
According to the data in the field notes, there were numerous internal conflicts between
Miss C’s beliefs and her teaching practices. She claimed that she preferred students
learning in a stress free environment and encouraging interaction to teaching grammatical
skills. But from the observations of this and other lessons, she attached a great deal of
importance to linguistic skills that emphasise the correct use of wh-question words. She
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tended to adopt a grammar translation approach to teaching English because she found
that her students’ basic knowledge and skills were weak, which ‘make them not able to
adapt to this method [communicative approach] easily. Grammar-translation approach would be
an appropriate approach for them to learn a second language easily, this would be an advantage
for them to learn as well’ (Miss C interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

Throughout the lesson, Miss C had demonstrated her view that errors are common
indicators of how well the students learned a second language. She tried to correct all the
mistakes the students made in their work.
I believe that they should write Standard English. That they shouldn’t
write in incorrect English. I think, in the upper forms, that you’ve got
to be more and more careful about it … but in the upper forms, I think
you’ve got to get the students to write in the correct form (Miss C
Interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

The data revealed that Miss C’s teaching practices and her stated beliefs were in
contradiction. In spite of what she indicated in her interviews about the classroom
environment, she did not immerse her students in meaningful contexts. The classroom
was not flooded in written and spoken language. Miss C provided few opportunities for
the students to take responsibility and she tended to dominate all interaction within the
class. She did not provide her class with opportunities to have a go at approximating the
English system. She demonstrated how the wh-question words were to be used but this
was most likely to be the expectations on the use of correct Standard English. The
learners engaged in taking insecure risks. The class was provided with opportunities to
use written language during the lesson and received responses from the teacher.
5.4.2.7.4. Lesson 2: 6th April, 2005
The second lesson was observed in the later part of the study, six months after the first.
The lesson was focussed on the quantity of money. Miss C hoped that after the lesson her
students would be:
1. able to show the quantity of currency correctly; and
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2. familiar with the way to show the quantity in English.
At the beginning of the lesson, Miss C asked questions to stimulate students’ memory of
what they learned the day before.
Miss C: Good morning class. Yesterday we talked about a girl and two boys (sic) went to Japan
to visit there. Right? Remember who went to Japan? Simon, Amy and Sam right? They also
bought some souvenirs there and I would like to show you today what they’d bought in Japan. But
when we’re talking (sic) buying things, do you know what Japanese use in term of currency.
Japanese use Yen to buy things. What currency (sic) use in Hong Kong?’ ‘Money’. ‘What kind of
money?’ ‘Hong Kong Dollars’.

Then Miss C showed the class some coins of mixed denominations. While she presented
the coins to the class, she asked students to say out the quantity of money.
After showing all the coins, Miss C repeated the exercise using mixed denominations of
bank notes.
Miss C: Look! How much money I have? Sometimes, we use bank notes.

When she picked up a fifty dollars bank note, she emphasized the spelling of fifty. She
said,
Miss C: We don’t call it five ty. It is fifty. Five spell ‘F’, ‘i’, ‘v’, ‘e’. And this is fifty. It spells ‘F’,
‘i’, ‘f’, ‘t’, ‘y’. Let’s spell it twice for me.

She wrote the words ‘thousand’, ‘hundred’ and ‘one’ on the blackboard, then moved on
to the souvenirs the boys and the girl bought from Japan. She showed the class a big
Teddy Bear, a diary, a hamburger shaped purse, a CD and a note pad. She invited a girl
come out and tell the class how much did the diary cost. Miss C showed the diary and its
price tag to the class. She then invited the student to choose one of her fellow classmates
to answer the question.
Miss C: Karen, who will you choose to answer the question?
Karen: Yuen Ling.
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Then Miss C walked to the table of Yuen Ling and said,
Miss C: Yuen Ling, please come and tell the class how much does the diary cost?
Yuen Ling did not respond to her for half a minute, then Miss C continued her lesson by raising a
question,
Miss C: Shall I choose Choi Wan?
Choi Wan stood up and gave the answer at a low voice. Miss C asked her to speak up.
Miss C: Speak louder, please. Your classmates do not hear you.
Choi Wan then spoke a little bit louder and Miss C helped her to speak up the answer.
Choi Wan: two hundred and eight dollars and forty cents.
Miss C invited her to write down her answer on the blackboard. While the girl was writing her
answer, Miss C walked around the class to provide individual help. Choi Wan wrote:
Two hundred eight dollars fourty cents.

Miss C showed that there were mistakes found in the sentence and she invited a student
to help her to fix the mistakes up. ‘Could anybody help me to correct the mistake,
please?’ A boy was invited and wrote his answer on the blackboard. He corrected the
word ‘fourty’ to ‘forty’ and put the word ‘and’ between two hundred, eight dollars and
forty cents. She explained to the class,
Miss C: Do we spell forty like this? Do we put a ‘ty’ on it?
The Class: Yes. Cancel ‘u’.
Miss C: Good. Class, would you spell the word for 5 times for me.
Miss C: To be more perfect, we need a connective ‘and’ to join these together. So we can say two
hundred and eight dollars and forty cents.

The class spelt the word ‘forty’ five times. Then she asked another girl to spell the word
‘forty’ for her and invited her to spell it again to the class because she did not spell the
word loudly enough. She used the same strategy to teach the class about the correct form
of showing the quantity of currency.
She then told the class that she bought some souvenirs from Japan, saying that ‘sometimes
we would buy something more expensive’ to elicit their attention. Miss C then presented

some pictures of valuable things, such as a camera, a diamond ring and a sedan. Miss C
showed a picture of a camera with a price at the bottom of it.
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Miss C: How much does it cost for the camera? Is it worth 25 dollars? 25 cents? Let think it for
half minute’.
Miss C: Please put your answer on the notebook. It is useful for the test.
The class sat silently and she walked around the class.
Miss C: When talking about number, we express in different way. In Chinese, we use different
way. We use comma for thousand, before the comma, we can see 25. After a comma, it represents
thousand or you would put the unit’.

She then invited a boy to write the answer on the blackboard. She corrected the answer
from ‘twenty-five thousands dollars’ to ‘twenty five thousand dollars’. Miss C then
continued her teaching with the same strategy, encouraging her students to finish the
worksheet at home.

5.4.2.7.5. Students’ views on this lesson
At the end of the lesson several students were asked their views on the lesson and the
work that they had been asked to do. Their views clearly indicate that they felt confident
and they learned much. They also engaged in the activities enthusiastically.
Student 1: ‘果D公仔好吸引。佢地好得意。老師攞出嚟，我好想知道D公仔嘅英文讀法’。

(Those toys are very attractive. They are very cutie. I want to know how to pronounce their
name when Miss C put them out).
Student 2:‘幾好呀，有D公仔睇吓，無咁悶’。
(It is quite good because [we] can see the toys. It is not as boring as before).
Student 3: ‘我地下次去旅行嘅時候，可能都識得用英文嚟講價’。
(If I go to travel abroad, I will be able to bargain in English).
Student 4: ‘用實物好過齋用生字寫嚮黑板度，我地容易明白D’。
(We easily understand the meaning of the realias than those written on the blackboard).
Student 5: ‘我聽完佢地講同埋寫响黑板度，我都識將簡單嘅英文數字合埋一齊就成為價錢。

睇嚟都唔係咁難啫，第二時考listening 嘅時候，我都知佢地講緊D乜’。
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(After listening to what my classmates speaking up and writing on the blackboard, I understand
how to put the simple English numbers together to form a quantity of money. It is not too difficult.
When I attend the listening examination, I know what they say).

5.4.2.7.6. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 2

The lesson demonstrated that Miss C had begun to transform her teaching practices. She
made connections between her articulated beliefs of teaching and learning of ESL and her
teaching practices in the classroom. Miss C’s lesson indicated that she was aware of
establishing a stress free learning environment in which group work and collaborative
activities appeared to be the major teaching strategies. She tried to perform her lesson in a
more learner-centred way, but in fact it was still structured as a skill based way of
teaching a second language. Miss C had tried a lot of ideas to arouse students’ attention,
such as showing real, pictures to the class and invited students to correct the mistakes
their fellow students made. The importance of using these teaching realties seemed to be
a learning catalyst for students. ‘[B]y using these aids, students’ interests may be aroused and
they feel comfort and stress free which can assist them to learn easily’ (Miss C Interview 6, 8th
April, 2005).

Miss C acknowledged that her students were actively involved in the teaching activities
she introduced. Students were asked to produce a statement using a price tag given by the
teacher. It was obvious that Miss C felt confident to teach in this way. ‘I feel secure and
confident that if I teach in this way because all my students in the class seem to be active engaged
in the lesson and do the same task’ (Miss C Interview 6, 8th April, 2005).

It was clear that Miss C has made a noticeable improvement in her teaching through
using contextualization. In the lessons at the later stage of the study, she strove to
transform her lessons content by relating it to the daily lives of her students. She started
her lesson with a situation familiar to her students. Having seen the authentic aids, the
teacher reminded the students that they were expected to be able to approximate Standard
English. She began to allow her students to take a more active role in their own learning.
She provided a variety of demonstrations on how Standard English was written and how
to fix up mistakes.
Miss C appeared to be at ease with her current teaching practices and with her current
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beliefs of learning and teaching ESL. It appeared that her teaching practices were
becoming more consistent with, and had arisen from, those beliefs. She was confident in
what she did because she was aware of why she did.
It would appear, then, that Miss C was beginning to transform some of her new
knowledge into her existing beliefs about the teaching of English. Her transformative
development was the result of her own critical awareness. The gap between her beliefs
and her actual teaching behaviours, and her awareness of this gap, brought about a
process of transformation. She could articulate her beliefs and thus it seemed her teaching
behaviours changed through the process of technical and theoretical awareness that she
had gained from the advice of the principal of her school and the professional courses she
attended. The change in her teaching behaviours is a result of technical awareness and
also a signal of the transformative development. However, it is also clear that many of her
pre-existing beliefs were still deep-seated and difficult to change. For instance, Miss C
still emphasized the importance of correct spelling and use of English grammar. It
seemed also that the motivation of Miss C’s students remained unchanged: their aim was
to get a pass in the school and public examinations, enter into tertiary education and find
a better job, rather than to use English proficiently.
5.4.2.8. The Bridge for Making Connections: Awareness
Miss C revealed that training courses provided her with useful theoretical input,
particularly on current theories of second language learning and teaching. At the
beginning of the academic year when she took up the post of the panel chairwoman in the
English Department of her school, she began to be aware that she needed to be a model
for her panel members and helped them to develop professionally.
In addition, she indicated that she sought to use each professional development
experience to help herself improve as a teacher and a panel chairwoman. She also
expressed that she hoped to develop her teaching practices. ‘[W]hat could I do to improve
my teaching?’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Miss C appreciated the training courses organized by the Education Department and the
ex-headmistress of her secondary school. ‘Personally, I think such sorts of supports are
fabulous for us’ (Miss C Interview 7, 13 June, 2005). ‘We had a headmistress whose major is
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English and she did so many things to help us and contribute a lot to English teaching in the
school, as well as having quite a lot innovative thoughts’ (Miss C Interview 6, 8th April, 2005).

As Miss C described it, she appeared to be confident to implement and make sense of the
new teaching theories and knowledge and had begun to put them into her classroom
practices by the later session of the study. This reflected the start of a process of
transformation in adopting and adapting to an appropriate set of teaching strategies. A
process of appropriation was taking place. ‘With the help of Miss Lau, our ex- principal, and
attending numerous courses, I feel comfort’ (Miss C Interview 6, 8th April, 2005).

The involvement in the study caused Miss C to reflect on her own teaching beliefs and
practices. The responses she received from her students and significant others served as
incentives for her to transform her thinking and her practices. In the development of
teaching, it was an ongoing process, in which there were persistent inquiries for a new
way of teaching. Miss C continually consulted her significant others, the researcher and
the principal, about how to teach English more effectively and interestingly. She
appeared in the later sessions of the study to be more confident to implement the new
ideas and strategies into her classroom practices. During this development, she
recognized the need to change her embedded teaching strategies and tried to adopt
appropriate strategies in her class. It was apparent that Miss C was aware she needed
theoretical and practical support to satisfy her role of teacher and panel chairwoman.
However there was also evidence of conflict in what she would like to implement and
what were the expectations of the students and the examination system.
5.4.2.9. New teaching beliefs, knowledge and practices
During the study, Miss C moved towards a more child-centred approach, evidence of
shifting paradigms of her beliefs and practices. Because of her raised and more critical
awareness, the help of her significant others and the theoretical knowledge gained from
the professional training courses, she has been able to incorporate/make sense of a new
set of teaching strategies in her teaching practices which actively aimed to assist her
students to learn effectively. However, there appeared to be a conflict with her embedded
beliefs that guided her teaching practices. She had problems in making the connection
between her teaching practices and the new teaching ideas at the initial stage. ‘I am not
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sure how to put the new ideas into teaching practices. I am lacking of confidence to implement
these ideas’ (Miss C Interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

As she became more involved in the study, Miss C began to understand what kinds of
conditions would help students learn better. Miss C tried out new teaching strategies,
gained from her significant others, at pace comfortable to her. Miss C indicated that she
was open in her thinking and ready to focus on the individual needs of her students. In
short, she was better equipped to be a teacher of English. She also indicated that she was
better able to make decisions about what the students needed to learn. She was becoming
more aware the needs of her students.
I think it’s really important to provide a supportive environment and
help the kids to develop. You can’t just take up their books and correct
them and give them back and not explain what they’re doing wrong, or
how they could make it better (Miss C Interview 5, 11th March, 2005).

Throughout the study Miss C moved towards being able to identify more clearly how to
teach and implement the new ideas into her class. She tried to make sense of the new
teaching beliefs and approaches and appropriate these into her teaching repertoire. She
identified another important change in her teaching practices as organizing her lesson to
be more interesting and more learner-centred. She tried to provide more opportunities for
the students to interact with each other.
[H]ave more people in a group then they got more skills to
demonstrate how they go about speaking and learning. Like use other
students as teaching models. They see how the other students do it and
they learn from them (Miss C Interview 6, 8th April, 2005).

During the whole of the study Miss C was developing a clearer understanding of how she
taught and this helped her implement the new ideas into her class. ‘I found myself. I
changed my view on teaching ESL.’ (Miss C Interview 5, 11th March, 2005).

5.4.2.10. Process of change: Sense-making and appropriation
It can be argued that Miss C identified the importance of the process of making sense and
175

appropriation in order for her to implement her new set of beliefs of teaching and learning
of ESL in the class. She reflected that any kind of new ideas and teaching behaviours
brought into her class was by successfully interconnecting between appropriation and
sense making.
The development of teaching practices by Miss C illustrated that her view of ESL
education had been changed. Miss C indicated that she was able to make a series of
changes that were considered to be relevant to the new knowledge and experiences she
had gained from her principal and the professional courses. During the study, Miss C
stated that she revisited both her personal embedded beliefs and her teaching practices to
determine how they related to the new ideas and strategies she had encountered. She also
indicated that she had made adjustments in response to the contradictions with these
beliefs that the examination system presented. She indicated that these sense making and
appropriation processes led her to recap her experiences as a learner and revisit her belief
about teaching and learning ESL.
I had a good memory when I was a child. I can recite a piece of long
Chinese poem in thirty minutes without any mistakes. When Miss Lau
gave me advices, I sit down and think about its importance. Is it
worthwhile to ask the students to recite such a long poem? (Miss C
Interview 3, 12th November, 2004).

Miss C indicated that she was pleased to note these changes in her beliefs about teaching
and learning ESL. In the process of transformative development, Miss C appeared to be
able to become more consistent in visiting her beliefs and her teaching practices. She
clearly showed that she began to justify them, identifying the need for change and acting
to adopt and adapt to them. ‘I need to work a bit further on my teaching and I need to teach my
students to be more successful’ (Miss C Interview 4, 7th January, 2005).

Miss C indicated that she was able to articulate what she had learned in relation to her
beliefs and incorporate them into her teaching. ‘I started to think about it’ (Miss C Interview
4, 7th January, 2005). She felt that her teaching focus had changed and she came to be more

child-centred and hoped to create for her students more opportunities to learn.
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Actually I think I am still in the process of figuring out which is the
best way to teach, and I believe it’s equally true to the students as
they are adapting to the way of my teaching. You can imagine how I
taught in a different way in the past (Miss C Interview 5, 11th March,
2005).

Miss C indicated that successful implementation of a new idea into her class increased
her confidence to make further appropriations. This successful experience encouraged her
to further reflect on the changes and adopt them and even adapt to them.
In fact, taking initiative to try is very important in the learning process,
you can learn through failure so even though you will continue making
mistakes, you can still learn from it and if you even not dare to try, you
will gain nothing at last’ (Miss C Interview 4, 7th January, 2005).

Miss C indicated that she was transforming and transcending and undergoing a process of
development. ‘I found myself just in the process of making such kind of accommodation and
assimilation of my beliefs and teaching practices’ (Miss C Interview 4, 7th January, 2005).

5.4.2.11. Enablers and Inhibitors in the process of change
There were two broad categories, enablers and inhibitors, which supported and created
barriers for the teacher to make a transformation. The enablers helped the teacher make
connections between what she learned and what she did in the classroom while the
inhibitors blocked or hindered her in changing.
5.4.2.11.1. Enablers in the process of teacher development
The professional courses worked as an enabler in helping Miss C build up her theoretical
background, which enhanced her to be more aware of the latest theories of teaching and
learning ESL. The courses not only present her with information, enabling new
knowledge, but also provided her with opportunities to reflect and sharpen her insights in
what she did and why she did it with her class. The theories provided an arena for Miss C
to challenge her beliefs about teaching ESL. ‘I think the training I got now from the university
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also inspire me to have such beliefs’ (Miss C Interview 3, 12th November, 2004).

Another enabling factor for Miss C was her significant others, especially the principal of
her school. Miss C indicated that her ex-principal provided her with constructive help
when she was taking up the post of the panel chairwoman of the English Department at
her school. Her ex-principal was keen to support her with the knowledge and teaching
practices when she had a need.
Miss Lau was really my friend and immediate supervisor. She gave me
her helping hands whenever I needed even though in the holiday. I
thank her whole-heartedly (Miss C Interview 5, 11th march, 2005).

Students’ positive responses also served as an enabler for Miss C in making changes in
her teaching practice, reinforcing her beliefs and enhancing her confidence to continue
appropriating new ideas. When her new practices proved to be liked by her students,
when they were actively engaged in learning (as identified in the interviews by the
researcher), she recognized that her students could benefit from her implementation of
these new teaching strategies.
學生說：我鍾意佢用呢D公仔去吸引我哋班的注意力。
(Student: I like the way she used those ‘toys’ to get our attention in class).

Miss C also indicated that the successful teaching experiences were enablers for her to
revisit her embedded beliefs and current teaching practices. She became aware of what
she did and what she needed to examine with her teaching.
5.4.2.11.2. Inhibitors in the process of teacher development
There were another set of factors found in the data that could be viewed as barriers to the
teacher’s development in making any changes to the teacher’s beliefs and classroom
practices.
The constant presence of the public examinations was the major inhibitor for Miss C.
Miss C indicated that she felt the pressure of having to push her students to achieve a pass
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in the public examinations. She perceived herself to be a person who helps students to
gain success in their examinations. ‘I think it’s very important to equip our students with better
skills in English so that they can pass examinations’ (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

The school program also can be categorized as an inhibitor because the teacher was asked
to follow the school program in order for consistency between classes at each level. The
teacher was unable to construct any tailor made program for her class even when she
acknowledged that her class was a bit behind the level expected by the program. ‘It is
important that we have to follow the school policy to maintain the unity for our students’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Miss C found that it was difficult to implement the suggested strategies of the
government curriculum policy while also following the examination policy. There were
discrepancies found in these two official policies. These were a lack of shared meaning
and knowledge, which influenced how a teacher could bring change in her classroom
practices.
They are two totally different policies. The language curriculum
policy is basically based on the current theories of learning a second
language. The examination policy is based on the assessment of the
ability of the students and how much concrete knowledge students
learned and applied in the test items. All language teachers of
English are busy in struggling to implement these two authoritative
documents (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

A third strong inhibitor was lack of parent support for change in classroom teaching. Miss
C indicated that when she had tried to reduce the amount of writing and dictation, some
parents phoned the deputy principal to lodge a complaint. ‘It is hard to get supports from the
parents, especially the parents are the members in the parent-teacher association’ (Miss C
Interview 4, 7th January, 2005).

5.4.2.12. Overall Interpretive Summary of Case Study 2
For Miss C, the new ideas of teaching a second language can be considered to have
created an arena – both a rationale and a context – for her to reflect on her teaching
practices. Miss C indicated that involvement in the study pushed her to revisit her
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teaching beliefs and teaching practices in the class.
The first interview data revealed that Miss C was aware of her inadequacy in terms of
current theories of teaching and learning a second language. Nevertheless, she continued
to prepare her students to get passing marks in the examinations. When she became one
of three participant teachers in the study, she started to feel confident to try new ideas in
her class.
It was evident from the classroom observations that Miss C was aware that her teaching
approach needed to change when she participated in the study. It was also evident that
she began to feel secure when she translated the newly acquired theoretical knowledge
and approaches of teaching a second language into her practices in her class. She
commenced to justify her belief system in the process of planning and teaching.
It was clear that there were two factors that could benefit Miss C in making changes.
They are: professional development training courses and her significant (professional)
others. Professional courses assisted her to rethink her teaching practices and formulate
her own theoretical knowledge while the significant others helped her to translate the new
ideas into teaching practices on the spot.
Some professional training courses helped Miss C make a connection between the
theories and practices. Such training courses assisted her to identify her inadequacies in
her teaching episodes. The courses also enforced what she believed and experienced in
her period of study. They also provided her with conceptual inputs and recipes to make
changes.
Another factor was significant others who could show Miss C how to put the theories into
practices. They provided Miss C with tips on how to teach in her daily teaching episodes.
The significant others played a pivotal role which helped her recognize her beliefs and
provided models for the way she did this.
For Miss C the processes of sense-making and appropriation were two ways to make
sense of the abstract ideas and implement them into concrete teaching practices in the
class. These two processes helped her to achieve the newly identified teaching purposes
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and ‘dug deeper into what she already knew and believed’. She thus became able to make
sense of the particular information at the superficial level to suit the needs of her students
in the context of her classroom. In short, these two processes may or may not result in
critical changes but at least they produced opportunities to reflect on her beliefs about
teaching and learning a second language.
It is arguable that Miss C’s teaching practices were the results of applying the suggestions
provided by the professional training courses and significant others. It could be said Miss
C’s teaching practices represented a milestone in the changing of her open beliefs but her
closed beliefs were still unchanged because she was more concerned about how to write a
complete sentence and correctness of spelling, use of tenses and syntax. In addition, she
had a rather substantive belief in the value of her students passing the examinations.
The observed changes in Miss C’s teaching practices indicated that Miss C had been
engaged in professional development. At the start of the study, her past teaching and
learning experiences played a dominant role in her own teaching practice. It was apparent
that Miss C started her developmental journey at an unconscious lower level. She was
immersed in the way she learned English, such as being teacher centred, grammar based
and in non-threatening environment. At the initial stage of the study, her teaching
practices displayed a perfunctory understanding of current theories of learning and
teaching ESL, suggesting that these were distant from her teaching practices and her
beliefs.
It was clear that Miss C’s attendance at the professional courses and seeking help from
her principal assisted her to get new ideas and understandings of English and ESL
pedagogy. She became aware of what kinds of teaching strategies and beliefs she needed
to change and implement. She identified that the professional courses and advice from the
ex-principal were enormous support to her in raising her awareness, assisting her to
scaffold her beliefs and making transformations.
The process of Miss C changing her teaching strategies and becoming more innovative
appeared to move from one phase to another, apparently from a change of consciousness.
She consciously transformed her teaching practices in accordance with the needs of her
students. She continued to consult with her significant others, the researcher and the
181

principal, to affirm, assess and alter the appropriateness of the teaching strategies and
make connection between these and her beliefs. This is clearly a milestone in Miss C’s
development.
Miss C showed more confidence in articulating her beliefs into her classroom, a
development that was the result of the inputs and interventions. It would seem that Miss
C’s teaching strategies and beliefs showed substantial changes in the movement from
teacher centred to learner centred. It is hoped that Miss C would be able to continue her
transformative development to support herself in consolidating these beliefs and teaching
strategies and in time adapt her embedded closed belief system.
The data also showed that there were some enablers and inhibitors for Miss C in
transforming her beliefs and practices. In order to create subsequent changes, the gaps
between those enablers and inhibitors should be minimized. In other words Miss C needs
to work out how she can teach English in ways that reflect her beliefs but at the same
time how she can make sure she is preparing students for the examinations they must do
well in.
It would appear that Miss C’s beliefs system and teaching practices were becoming more
highly correlated. In the study she also revealed that she had confidence to articulate the
beliefs into her classroom strategies after she was aware the need of change and sought
assistance from the outside stakeholders. The arguable conclusion is that her teaching
practices were driven by the embedded belief system.

5.4.3. Case study 3: Miss L
5.4.3.1. The School B: Saint Mark Catholic Secondary School
Like the Saint John Catholic Secondary School encountered above, Saint Mark Catholic
Secondary School is run by the Catholic Diocese of Hong Kong. It is located in an
established region at the north-western part of the New Territories, HKSAR, which
contains both public and private housing estates. The public housing estates are
government subsidized and so charge very low rent for low income families, while the
flats of the private housing estates are bought by middle class families.
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The participant school is medium-sized and co-educational, with 29 classes and around
1150 students. Most students are from the estates nearby. On average the students are
ranked at band 1, which indicates the students of the school are at the highest academic
level when compared to the secondary school student population in Hong Kong.
The students are mostly identified as intelligent, hardworking and obedient. The school
has a high reputation within the region because of the high public examination results and
the well-disciplined behaviour of its students.
Saint Mark Secondary Catholic School has one of the more modern and large school
campuses in the region. It consists of an L shaped five-storey school building and an open
playground where physical education lessons take place. The physical environment of the
school is quite satisfactory for the needs of the students and programs.
The school employs 63 teachers and one English native speaking expatriate teacher
(NET). There are 14 teachers of English and all are professionally qualified in teaching of
English. All the teachers of English have already passed the benchmark examination that
is organized by the EMB of Hong Kong. Benchmarking is an examination for teachers of
English to demonstrate adequate proficiency and linguistic ability to teach English.
Like most classrooms in Hong Kong, the classrooms in Saint Mark Catholic Secondary
School are very small, with 40 desks in double rows and the teacher’s desk situated at the
front of the classroom.
The students at Saint Mark Catholic Secondary School come from quite diverse family
backgrounds. Some of them are from wealthy middle class families, but the majority are
from the housing estates in the nearby neighbourhood. Of the students from low-income
working class families, some parents were unemployed when the research was conducted.
Typically the parents of low socio-economic status only reached junior form level
education themselves and do not speak English in their daily lives. Some may speak
dialects when they communicate with their family members and relatives. Therefore,
their children have few chances for exposure to English at home and in their leisure time.
In addition, they cannot get assistance with their academic work from their parents and
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siblings. The school adopts Chinese as a Medium of Instruction (CMI).

5.4.3.2. Background of the participant
Miss L was one of the participant teachers of the study and was a teacher of English at
Saint Mark Catholic Secondary School. Miss L was in her late twenties and in her eighth
year of teaching when she participated in the study. She comes from a working class
family. Her parents are factory workers and she is the youngest daughter in her family.
She studied in a government-aided primary school that was near her house. Her academic
results were good enough to get into a prestigious government secondary school where
the medium of instruction was English.
After seven years of secondary school education, she passed the Advanced Level
examination. She entered one of the universities and took psychology and languages as
her major disciplines. She completed a post-graduate diploma of education before she
entered the teaching profession.
Miss L was in her fifth year of teaching at Saint Mark Catholic Secondary School. She
was an enthusiastic teacher who was in charge of English society at the school. She
taught two classes of form 2 and one class of form 4. When the study began, she needed
to teach 36 lessons in a 7-day cycle. She was the form teacher for form two.
5.4.3.3. The Class: Form Two C and Form Four D
5.4.3.3.1. Form Two C
Class Form 2C was one of the classes in which Miss L taught English and she was also
the form teacher. The classroom was the second classroom down the third floor corridor.
There were 40 students in the class when the research began. The students always sat in
rows facing the blackboard and teacher at the front of the class. A computer was installed
at the right hand side of the classroom and a rolling screen was installed in front of the
blackboard. There were some decorations on a notice board that was designed by her
class.
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All the students in the class were Chinese and they came from a housing estate nearby.
All of them have an expectation of achieving higher marks in the examinations.
According to Miss L, her students were not highly interested in learning English even
though they have learnt English in the previous eight years, starting from the age of five.
5.4.3.3.2. Form Four D
The classroom was the third classroom along the fifth floor corridor. There were 40
students in the class when the research began. Again the students always sat in rows
facing the teacher and the blackboard.
Like the majority students in the school, all the students in this class were Chinese and
they came from nearby public housing estates. All of them have an expectation of
achieving higher marks in the public examination and gaining entry into tertiary
education.
Figure 21
The Seating plan of Miss L’s classes
Form Two C and Form Four D

Blackboard
door
Teacher’s Desk
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5.4.3.4. Timetable for the class
Miss L’s ESL lessons were timetabled on every day, from day 1 to day 7. The duration of
each English lesson was 35 minutes in summer time and 40 minutes in winter time. Some
of her lessons were assigned as double lessons, which lasted 70 to 80 minutes. Table 7
and 8 are copies of her timetables, indicating Miss L’s teaching schedule.

Table 7
Four Two C Timetable
Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

8:00-8:30

Day 4

Day 5

Day6

Day 7

Morning Assembly

8:30-9:10

I.S.

Chin

Eng

Hist

R.E.

Math

Chin

9:10-9:40

I.S.

Chin

Eng

Geog

R.E.

Math

Chin

9:40-10:05

Recess

10:05-10:45

Eng

Geog

Hist

Math

H.E/D.T

Mus

Eng

10:45-11:25

Eng

Math

EPA

Math

H.E/D.T

Mus

Eng

11:25-11:40

Recess

11:40-12:20

C.L.

PE

Chin

Eng

Eng

I.S.

Art

12:20-13:00

C.L.

PE

Chin

Eng

Eng

I.S

Art

13:00-14:10

Lunch Break

14:10-14:50

Math

L.S

I.S

Chin

EPA

Ch. H

Ch. H

14:50-15:30

Math

L.S

I.S

Chin

Ft/P

Chin

Math
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Table 8
Timetable for Form Four D
Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

8:00-8:30

Day 4

Day 5

Day6

Day 7

Morning Assembly

8:30-9:10

Math

Math

Chin

Bio

Math

Eng

Phy

9:10-9:40

Math

Chem

Chin

Bio

Math

Eng

Phy

Chem

Chin

9:40-10:05

Recess

10:05-10:45

Chin

Computer

Math

Mus

Bio

10:45-11:25

Chin

Computer

Math

Chem

Bio

Chem

11:25-11:40

Chin

Recess

11:40-12:20

Bio.

Eng

Eng

Phy

Chin

PE

Computer

12:20-13:00

Bio

Eng

Eng

Phy

Chin

PE

Computer

13:00-14:10

Lunch Break

14:10-14:50

Eng

RE

Computer

Chem

Phy

Math

Eng

14:50-15:30

Eng

RE

Computer

Chem

Phy

FT/P

Eng

5.4.3.5. An analysis of case study data for Miss L
The data collected in the observed lessons, which were videotaped, and interviews, which
were audiotaped, indicated that Miss L’s teaching practices were inclined to be
teacher-centred. That is, Miss L tended to dominate the class activities and be the centre
of the lessons. Her teaching schedules followed a scheme of work that set out a certain
number of common units that needed to be covered. In addition, Miss L’s teaching
practices also aimed to assist her students to fulfill the requirements of the HKCEE and
pass the examinations.
I share the feeling of my students because they are very tough. All of
them are focused on the examinations. They are examine-oriented. It
is … em … because examinations give my students a lot of pressure. In
fact, it is not only a unique phenomenon in Hong Kong but also around
the world. It is a common phenomenon of ‘bottle-neck’ that is …to go
into the university. As a teacher, I need to assist the students to go into
the university and help them to get familiar with the format of public
examinations. It is one of the major responsibilities of teachers (Miss L
Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

187

[T]he teaching methods and approaches of Hong Kong teachers are
mostly affected by the examination system and the question format of
the examination system (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

In her classrooms, the students were well behaved and they respected her as a figure of
authority. The students were very obedient and followed the school rules, for example
raising their hands when they wanted to ask or answer questions.
5.4.3.6. Pre-existing beliefs, knowledge and practices
With little training to be a teacher of English, Miss L claimed herself to be ill equipped
for teaching English. Although she emphasized that the teacher should be academically
competent and enthusiastic, she seldom attended courses organized by other tertiary
institutions except those assigned by her principal. She said,
I have no time to do such reluctant thing. I need to stay at school until
seven in the evening everyday to mark all the assignments and do the
lesson preparation for next day. It is time-consuming. I hate making
changes. My focus is on how to present my knowledge to the class and
enrich their grammatical background for them to pass the
examinations. I have time to die but no time to get sick [a Cantonese
proverb] (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

5.4.3.6.1. Pre-existing beliefs and knowledge
Miss L’s teaching beliefs and practices were influenced by her experience of learning a
foreign language. She believed that English was an important language.
English is very important nowadays. Because … everything is in
English. When you communicate … when you surf the Internet and if
you want to find some useful information … all these information are
from the USA. So it is very important (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March,
2004).

Another influential belief, again influenced by her experience of learning English, was
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that learning English was not difficult.
English isn’t that difficult to learn if you read more and practise more
and there’s an English environment. It’s not a big problem’ (Miss L
Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).
‘When I was learning grammar, I felt very tired and now I understand
how difficult and bored my students are when they are learning
English. I don’t know how to pronounce a word correctly in the past
just because of lacking opportunities to listen and practice my
speaking skills. I felt scared and frightened at that time. And I
understand how scared my students are (Miss L Interview 1, 18th
March, 2004).

She agreed that grammar was the most difficult part of English learning because
[I]t’s boring. When you’re holding a book to read and do exercises,
you’ll feel tired and boredom. But you need to understand and familiar
with these sentence patterns, so it has a high degree of difficulties’
(Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

For the language arts, she thought that listening skills were the most important part in
learning a second language.
If they are poor in listening, it definitely affects their learning in class.
The teacher tells them joke, they may not laugh because they don’t
understand. Even, they think that the teacher is teaching, they don’t
understand what the teacher talking about either. So, it makes them
feel bored during the lessons. It’s understandable that if students have
less ability in listening to a second language, it should be a tough job
for them when the teaching medium is in a second language (Miss L
Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).
When unknown things accumulate, they may feel unhappy and the
feeling of boredom produces (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).
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She agreed that motivational factors play a crucial role in learning.
It is very important. … (It is) from inner side of their mind, it turns
into incentive. … [A]ll the famous and successful persons around the
world, their incentives mainly come from inner side of their mind. If
we put something externally, they’ll become a pressure. When the
students bear such pressure, it’ll be good and push them up.
Conversely, it’ll be bad for the students because they lose their
interests and confidence and even produced a sense of resistance in
learning English. They may feel unhappy (Miss L Interview 1, 18th
March, 2004).

Miss L suggested that watching TV programs in English is the best way to improve
English. ‘I encourage them to watch TV programmes in English channels and not encouraging
them to read subtitles. …[T]he other way is listening to the radio’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th
March, 2004). Besides listening to the radio and watching TV programmes, Miss L also

deemed that reading books could nurture students’ vocabulary bank. She did not
encourage students to ‘rote and recite’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).
Miss L had a view that the teacher is a helper who ‘help[s] them to get through their learning
lives’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004). She also identified that teachers had the

responsibility to teach their students correct things and correct answers. ‘It’s important that
we highlight their correct answers’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004). And ‘You have to
correct them once you spot out the mistakes, otherwise they will keep on using English wrongly in
the future. I care much about their correctness, like for example you see I insist to teach the
correct saying of the date’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

5.4.3.6.2. Teaching practices
Miss L’s teaching behaviours in her classrooms indicated that there were conflicts
between her beliefs and teaching practices. Except for her own learning and teaching
experiences, she had little to base her teaching on. Her teaching tended to be teacher
centred and grammar based. She adopted a transmission approach to demonstrate
grammatical concepts and grammar usage to her students. She also indicated that
grammar is
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[T]he most difficult part of learning English because it’s very boring…
But you need to understand and get familiar with these patterns (Miss
L Interview 1,18th March, 2004).

Sometimes, her experiences at the secondary school drove her back to a teacher centred
teaching approach, that is, she stood in front of the class and led her students’ learning.
As Miss L stated that
[F]or senior forms, such as form 4 to form 7, they need to face the
pressure of the public examinations, language teachers need to put
more effort on grammar or other aspects of language, such as syntax
and phonetics. Of course, the examination format also be enforced
(Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

Her teaching practices further indicated that she held a fragmented view of learning ESL.
The following was a typical lesson of Miss L at the early part of the study.

5.4.3.7. Lesson Observations
Five lessons were observed and videoed through the period of the study. Two lessons
have been selected for description. The first lesson was the first observed in the study,
while the second was observed at a later part of the study. These two lessons have been
chosen because they demonstrate some significant changes in Miss L’s teaching
behaviours.
5.4.3.7.1. Lesson 1: 21st October, 2004
This is a listening lesson for form 4 students. The goals for the lesson were that students
should:
1. be familiar with the examination format;
2. know the skills for filling forms; and
3. understand the vocabularies of hotel facilities.
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Miss L started her lesson by asking her class to turn to page 95 of their textbook and said,
‘How can you perform very well in filling forms. You have some skills you need to pay attention
to before you listen to the tape. You should read it first. That’s why I give you two minutes to
gather the information and know the places you put the answers inside. Right. About the
vocabularies. I am sure you know all of them very well. Right. Can we read together?’

Then Miss L read out the following vocabularies and the students read after her: single
room, double room, standard room and deluxe room. After reading the words, the teacher
asked the class to read out these four words five times together. She showed the
difference between standard room and deluxe room by drawing a line to represent their
position. She asked a question, ‘Which one is more comfortable?’ ‘What is deluxe room
in Chinese?’ A student answered her in Cantonese:

。 Miss L asked her class to write

down the meaning in their textbook.
Miss L moved on and did an example for her class. She indicated how to do the listening
exercise and encouraged her students not to focus on the form but look at the information
sheet, which was hoped to provide details and answers.
Miss L turned on the tape and the class listened to it and did the exercise together. They
sat quietly and attentively. At that time, Miss L walked around the class and provided
individual assistance. After finishing the tape, Miss L checked the answers and
highlighted which kind of room the guest chose. The class replied, ‘standard single room’.
Teacher praised the ones who got it all correct.
Miss L moved on to next stage and asked her students to turn to another page in their
textbook. She then first introduced the idea of special request. ‘What is the meaning of
request?’ A boy said in Cantonese:

。 Miss L told the class that special request is

special need. She told the class to read the information for this part and jotted down the
notices in one minute. She played the tape and divided the blackboard into eight columns
with different important markers while the students listened to the tape.
When the tape finished, she invited some students to come out and write down their
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answers on the blackboard. The teacher then checked the answers. While she was
checking the answers, she highlighted some points that the students needed to know. A
student put his answers on the check-in date and checkout day as follows: 19 of Nov and
21 of Nov. Miss L explained to her class:
‘They are right when we are doing orally, that is talking with your friends, but they are wrong
when they are in written form. In written form, we should cancel the preposition of. There’s no
need to put ‘of’ in writing but not in speaking’.

Miss L checked their answers and told them to correct theirs with red pen and asked the
class to read out the answers after her. Before the class moved onto the next section, she
reminded them to pay more attention to the techniques of form filling. She then showed
them how to do this part. She played the tape and walked around the class. When the tape
finished, she then checked the answers. To end the lesson, she told the class to read out
the vocabularies they had learned at the beginning of the lesson.

5.4.3.7.2. Students’ view on this lesson
At the end of the lesson, several students were asked for their views on the lesson and the
work that they had been asked to do. Their views clearly showed that they did not engage
enthusiastically in the activities nor did they feel they learned.
Student 1: ‘呢堂學嘅內容咁淺，平時我去外地旅行嘅時候，我中一嘅時候我都識講囉。今堂

好似教番D中一二嘅嘢’。
(The content of this lesson is very easy. When I was in Form One, I have already known how to
speak. This lesson seems to do a revision on what we learned in Form one or two.)
Student 2: ‘唓！我都識嘅’。
(Uh! I have already known.)
Student 3:‘D教法冇新鮮感，又冇其他活動，淨係齋聽，好悶’。	
  
(It is boring that we are forced to listen for the whole lesson. Her teaching hasn’t got any new
and no activities provided during the lesson.)
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5.4.3.7.3. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 1
The observed lesson one indicated Miss L had limited experience and theoretical
knowledge of teaching and learning ESL. Miss L’s lesson was examination-oriented in its
focus on the format of form filling.
Further, the lesson clearly showed Miss L was inclined towards a teacher centred and
grammar bounded, transmission model. She narrowed her lesson goals to doing listening
exercises based on the textbook. Reflecting her linguistic background, she was conscious
of teaching the target structure, correct pronunciation of the vocabularies and grammar
rules to her students. She emphasized the importance of the correct pronunciation of the
vocabulary covered in this lesson. In the interview, she explained that she can ‘assure their
pronunciation will be correct and encourage them to speak’ (Miss L Interview 2, 26th October,
2004). She focused her lesson on the textbook and followed the activities suggested by the

authors.
From the observations, Miss L led the class activities by asking questions and teaching
the vocabularies of the textbook. The class was asked to follow the instructions of their
teacher, continuing their role as passive learners. At the beginning of the lesson, Miss L
tried to explain the vocabularies before she played the tape because then ‘they will have the
basic knowledge of the vocabularies and will be able to understand the meaning of the content’
(Miss L Interview 2, 26th October, 2004).

It was found that the students did not respond enthusiastically. For the majority of the
class time, the students were listening to the teacher and there was insufficient verbal
interaction and personal contact between teacher and students. The responses of the
students indicated that they found the lesson boring and not useful for them to get their
expected result in the forthcoming open examination.
According to the first interview and the observed lesson one, the data suggested that there
were many internal conflicts between Miss L’s beliefs and her teaching practices. Miss L
claimed at the first interview that in learning a second language the students should ‘listen
more, speak more and read a lot’ and learning English should be done ‘in a funny way and
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need more activities’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

Miss L’s own learning experiences in school and her successful teaching experiences
strongly influenced her own teaching. She followed what her teachers in secondary
school had done and tried out the methods they used. She was not able to articulate a
broader or research-based theory behind her teaching practices. However, she had already
formulated her own theories and beliefs about teaching and learning ESL. She
emphasized the importance of the correctness of pronunciation and grammar rules. It
could argue that her teaching behaviours were guided by her embedded, closed belief
system. She showed that she was confident about what she did in the classroom, the
decisions she made at the planning stage as well as the decision making that went on in
the lesson, because she was confident that her beliefs were based on her successful
learning and teaching experiences.
The lesson observation revealed that Miss L did not immerse her students in a meaningful
and holistic context of learning. Although she provided opportunities for students to
approximate the Standard English, she did not allow her students to take responsibility
for their own learning. The lesson was dominated by demonstrations of how to do form
filling and how the words were pronounced.
5.4.3.7.4. Lesson 2: 4th May, 2005

The second lesson was observed in the study seven months after the first reported lesson.
It was a lesson for Form Two, which focused on listening skills and vocabulary building.
The goals for the lesson were that the students should:
1. enrich their vocabulary bank;
2. be more familiar with the sentence structure: There is/are … … ; and
3. be able to describe a postcard.
To begin the lesson, Miss L asked a question to attract the attention of her students:
‘What kind of food do we have in Japan?’ She then encouraged the class to predict the
answers. Some students raised their hands to show they had ideas. Their answers were:
sushi, Disneyland, Hello Kitty Land. Miss L felt astonished, so she pursued this by saying,
‘Any other kinds of food do you remember?’ Students continued to make predictions:
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sashimi, udon, ice cream and wasabi.
After the class made predictions, Miss L said, ‘I do have something about Japan. What
can you do in Japan?’ At that time, Miss L highlighted the word ‘do’ in order to narrow
down the range of answers. Students provided the answers: ski, shopping. Miss L
repeated their answers in a complete sentence: ‘We can go skiing and we can go
shopping’.
Miss L had prepared some pictures and word tags. She divided the blackboard into two
columns and, wrote: ‘What we can do in Japan?’ and ‘What we can do in Disneyland?’
Students were encouraged to provide their ideas. For the column of doing in Japan, they
gave the answers: shopping, skiing, drinking tea and eating sushi. For the column of
doing in Disneyland, they gave: playing exciting games and buying souvenirs.
Then Miss L stuck the word tags on the blackboard and asked another question: ‘What
can we buy in Japan?’ Students responded that they could buy clothes, TV games, CDs,
shoes and souvenirs. Miss L agreed and she told the class to read those words after her
five times. Following the reading of the words, Miss L posed further questions about
what they can do in Disneyland.
Miss L: What can we do in Disneyland?
Student: play exciting games.
Miss L: What do you mean exciting games?
(Student did not answer her because he did not know any words related to.)
Miss L: Do you mean roller coaster?
(Student nodded.)
Miss L: We will go on rides. There are different rides, OK. Some of them may be exciting. They
include, Jungle cruise. Do you know what a jungle is? What is jungle?
(A student explained in Cantonese:

。)

Miss L: (nodded.) Can you say it in English?
(The student sat quiet.)
Miss L: Jungle is a place with lots of trees.

Miss L continued her lesson by showing her students there was a roller coaster and mine
train they could find in Disneyland. She pursued this by asking what else they can do in
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Disneyland. Some students said: taking photos, watch dolphins show and pirate show.
After showing all the pictures to her class, she reminded her students to put down the
name of a Japanese food in their textbook and showed the class how to pronounce the
words correctly by cutting down the word into different segments. She asked the class to
memorize the spelling, which she would check after two minutes. The teacher invited
some students to spell the words after two minutes by memory. Then she moved her
lesson on to the listening tasks. Miss L played the tape and encouraged her class to listen
to the tape carefully. When the class encountered unfamiliar words and terms, such as
survey form and Japanese tourist organization, she explained them to the class.
After the listening tasks, she moved on another part of her lesson, saying:
‘Now we are going to do another work. That’s writing a postcard. You are asked to group in two
or three and tell your partner what do you see in the pictures on page 30? So you can describe
picture one by using this sentence pattern: In postcard 1, I can see … … in it’.

Miss L wrote the sentences on the blackboard: In postcard 1, I can see … in it. And There
is/are … … in postcard 1. She encouraged her students to tell their partners as much as
possible. While the class engaged in this activity, she walked around the class and
provided individual help.
To end the lesson, Miss L told her class to describe a postcard in ten sentences by using
the learned sentence structures.
5.4.3.7.5. Students’ views on this lesson
At the end of the lesson, several students were asked to reflect on the lesson. Their views
clearly showed they felt confident and satisfied that they learned what the teacher taught.
Student A: ‘呢堂都幾好呀！好過以前中一同埋上學期呀，冇咁悶。最低限度呀Miss都會用圖

片嚟上堂’。
(This is quite a good lesson. It is definite better than the lessons in Form one and the first term
this year because it is not too boring. At least, Miss L used pictures during the lesson).
Student B: ‘我都幾鍾意上呢一堂，又有得比我地同D同學傾吓偈，做吓功課，唔駛靜係坐响
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度齋聽老師講咁悶。就連陳XX都冇瞓’。
(I like this lesson because we can talk with fellow students, to do some homework. In the lesson,
we did not only sit on the seat and listen to Miss L. Even Chan… … did not sleep either).
Student C: ‘今日Miss L有D唔同，佢表現得好開心，唔似以前咁黑口黑面。我地見到佢，我

都開心同專心D啦！’
(Today Miss L is quite different. She looked different and she did not look ‘black’ as usual. She
looked happy, then we feel happy and learn a more attentively during the lesson).

5.4.3.7.6. Interpretative Comments on Lesson 2
The lesson demonstrated that Miss L started to transcend that she began to transform her
teaching practices and tried to make a connection between her new beliefs of teaching
and learning of ESL and her teaching practices in the classroom. She implemented and
made sense of some teaching strategies she had learned. She was aware of establishing a
stress free learning environment in which she tried to encourage students to answer the
questions and express their ideas on the topics in public.
Miss L was more confident and her teaching practices seemed to be learner centred. She
was much more aware of making her lesson related to the interests of her students.
However, the lesson was still inclined towards skill-structured, where she invited students
to read the vocabularies after her and correct the mistakes the students made. Miss L
focused her students’ attention by asking them for familiar food and things they can do in
Japan. She provided the class with structured input and explained the meaning of some
difficult words that were useful in doing the listening tasks.
I think it’s important for students to acquire such background
knowledge, how can you go further if you don’t even have those
backgrounds? With background knowledge, I think it’s easier for both
teacher to teach and for students to learn (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May,
2005).

Miss L acknowledged that her students were happy to be involved in the teaching
activities she introduced. The students were asked to compile a postcard by using the
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newly learned words. It was obvious that Miss L felt confident and happy to teach in this
way. As she stated at the interview,
I feel happy and secure to teach in this way that I can assure I can
arouse students’ interests to learn English. As you can notice Chan
XX behaved well and he did not fall into sleep during the lesson and
he engaged the activities as well (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May,
2005).
I divide the blackboard into different columns and put some
sub-headings on the blackboard. The students can put relevant
information according to the sub-headings to help them to understand
the listening passage. It does help (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May,
2005).

It was clear that Miss L had made a conspicuous improvement in her teaching practices.
In these lessons at the later stage of the study, she strove to transform her lesson content
to be more related to the interests of her students. Miss L began the lesson with the
favourite Japanese food, which attracted students’ attention. From the observations, it
seemed that Miss L tried to immerse her students in a stress free environment that was
full of meaningful words. She provided her students with opportunities to approximate
Standard English and have a go. In her lesson, she demonstrated to the students how to
engage in an interactive task. Also students were encouraged to take responsibility for
their own learning.
She appeared to be at ease with the current practices and felt confident with her current
beliefs of learning and teaching a second language. It was obvious that Miss L’s teaching
practices originated from her newly acquired and accumulated knowledge. ‘I want to put
more activity and fun elements into my teaching in order to make my students enjoy the lessons
and learn effectively’ (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May, 2005). In addition, she could see obvious

improvements in her students and herself and this produced an enormous sense of
satisfaction.
It would appear that Miss L was beginning to transform/implement some of her new
knowledge into her existing beliefs about the teaching of English and put this into
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practice. Her transformation was apparently the result of her awareness.
In the past, some of my students complained to me that I gave them too
much homework to do and felt bored in the lessons. It made me think
about my teaching. I should improve on my teaching. I realized that I
have a lot to learn. But now, they showed that they like my teaching
style. Their positive comments provided me a security blanket. I had
confident to try out some innovative ideas in the class (Miss L
Interview 5, 18th March, 2005).

This kind of positive response provides Miss L with a critical awareness on her teaching
practices. Her process of transformation was the result of the processes of technical and
theoretical awareness that she had gained from advice of her significant others during the
study.
It is clear that many of her pre-existing beliefs were still deep-seated and difficult to
change. For instance, Miss L put a heavy emphasis on the importance of spelling,
pronunciation, correct grammar and syntactic accuracy.
5.4.3.8. The Bridge for Making Connection: Awareness
Miss L revealed that she had not attended the professional training courses very much
except those delegated by her principal. She indicated that her teaching beliefs and her
teaching practices had been developed while she was learning a second language. In her
words, professional training courses were ‘boring and not very practical enough’ (Miss L
Interview 1, 18th March, 2004) to help her to handle the daily situation of her teaching. She

revealed that her teaching practices were ‘pretty good because most of [her] Form five
students got a passing grade in the HKCEE’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004). It seemed

that she was not aware there were benefits in making a change in her teaching practices
and enriching her theoretical knowledge.
She appreciated the chances to talk to the researcher after school because the researcher
was not her immediate supervisor of the English Department, and so she felt comfortable
to reflect on her beliefs and teaching practices. In addition, when she knew the negative
responses from her students, this served as an incentive and raised her awareness of the
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need to transform.
‘呢堂學嘅內容咁淺，平時我去外地旅行嘅時候，我中一嘅時候我都識講囉。今堂好

似教番D中一二嘅嘢’。
(The content of this lesson is very easy. When I was in Form One, I have already known
how to speak. This lesson seems to do a revision on what we learned in Form one or
two.)
‘唓！我都識嘅’。
(Uh! I have already known.)
‘D教法冇新鮮感，又冇其他活動，淨係齋聽，好悶’。	
  
(It is boring that we are forced to listen for the whole lesson. Her teaching hasn’t got any
new and no activities provided during the lesson.)
Miss L discussed with the researcher how to teach English more effectively. ‘I felt I was
challenged’ (Miss L Interview5, 15th December, 2004). By observing how the researcher

organized his lessons, she gained new theoretical and practical insights and felt more
confident to implement new ideas and strategies into her lessons. This showed that Miss
L moved into a process of transformation that helped her to adopt and adjust an
appropriate set of teaching strategies and make sense of them. ‘With you I feel confident and
comfortable to make a change because you did not give me pressure. I understand you could help
me to develop’ (Miss L Interview 5, 18th March, 2005).

The participation in the study assisted Miss L to ponder over her teaching beliefs and
practices. After Miss L received responses, either negative or positive, from her students
and her significant others, they led her to a process of transformation. She appeared to be
confident to implement the new ideas and strategies, which was evident in her later
sessions in the study. Miss L appeared to be aware she needed theoretical and practical
support to satisfy her role as a teacher of English.
5.4.3.9. New teaching beliefs, knowledge and practices
During the period of participation in the study, Miss L began to move towards a
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learner-centred approach and identified some significant changes in her beliefs and
practices. She showed that she was able to incorporate/make sense of a new set of
teaching practices and that she was on the way to transforming her open beliefs. As Miss
L began to understand more about ESL teaching and learning, she became more
considered about contradictions between her new teaching practices and her embedded
beliefs. She had problems in making the connection between her teaching practices and
the new teaching ideas at the initial stage of the study but she became more confident to
try the new ideas at the later sessions of the study,
I always think of how to teach and how to integrate the language arts
and skills. The feedback from the colleagues and students was good
enough for me to try the new ideas (Miss L Interview 4, 8th February,
2005).

Miss L identified that she organized her lessons in a learner-centred approach and tried to
fit students’ interests. She highlighted the importance of communication and became able
to grasp the gist of communicative approach. ‘I understand what it is. I finally realized that
learning English may not begin with grammar items first’ (Miss L Interview 5, 15th March, 2005).

Miss L indicated that she was able and willing to try to provide more opportunities for
her students to interact with each other and build up their confidence.
Language is used to communicate and learn. It has no absolute
guidelines for the learners to do which part of linguistic first. But I
think that learners should build up their confidence first before
teaching them anything. Without confidence, nothing will be learned
(Miss L Interview 5, 18th March, 2005).
[H]onestly, grammar doesn’t play a major part in English learning. To
me, to be able to use English to communicate with others is the most
important (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May, 2005).

The study identified a clearer picture of how Miss L implemented the new ideas into her
class. She tried to make sense of the new teaching beliefs and approaches and appropriate
these beliefs into her teaching situation. It would appear that Miss L’s transformative
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development was the result of her technical and theoretical awareness. She was aware of
the need to transform and try to connect her beliefs and her teaching practices and made it
congruent. She expressed that she was on the way to understanding the theories that
underpinned the activities. ‘I try to borrow books from the library of I. Ed. (Institute of
Education’ (Miss L Interview 5, 18th March, 2005).

Miss L indicated that she developed a deeper understanding of how to teach a second
language in her class after she became involved in the study. The study helped her to
clarify the concepts of a communicative approach and whole language philosophy. She
became more aware of the condition of being interesting.
Through games, the atmosphere is more pleasant in the classroom,
they have chance to speak and at the same time they listen. The lesson
is more interactive and less boring and also through activities, I am
able to spot out the mistakes when they interacted with the others. I
can correct them immediately (Miss L Interview 6, 10th May, 2005).

The transformative development of Miss L in her teaching practices is a marker showing
that she transcends.
5.4.3.10. Process of change: Appropriation and sense making
The new ideas and new teaching strategies, which Miss L obtained from the researcher,
produced enormous pressure to transform. This caused in her a sense of conflict, both
with respect to her beliefs and the process of planning lessons. She did not feel
comfortable with her present teaching practices and showed that she was challenged at
the initial stage of the study.
In order to resolve this conflict, she read, consulted and searched for relevant advice. ‘I
was frustrated by that. This made me feel unhappy and lost. I question the value of my experience.
I need to think about how to make my lesson efficient and effective again’ (Miss L Interview 3,
15th December, 2004).

Miss L identified that she was able to make a series of changes that she considered to be
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relevant to the new knowledge and experiences she gained from the researcher, and to
seek clarification. She was on the way to transforming her work and making sense with
what she had just learned. She was changing her open beliefs and began to implement
them into her teaching. She provided her students opportunities to interrelate with the
four modes of language arts. Her development demonstrated that she made successful
connections for appropriation and sense making.
Miss L attempted the strategies suggested by the researcher in her teaching practices. She
incorporated these ideas into her daily routines. Some of the ideas were new to her but
she ‘got it’ fast and put these ideas into her teaching practices, which facilitated her
development. ‘I can see the value of the Conditions for Learning. They pull all learning together.
When I implemented them in planning my lessons, it makes me feel comfortable and confident
because I have something to depend on’ (Miss L Interview 4, 8th February, 2005).

Miss L indicated that she needed to make adjustments because of the contradictions with
her beliefs, and adopt new practices to suit her class and her teaching practices. When she
began to understand the relationship between her beliefs and teaching practices, she
pushed herself to make changes in her practices.
Miss L indicated that successful implementation of a new idea into her classroom
increased her confidence to adapt. This successful experience encouraged her to further
adopt different ideas.
5.4.3.11. Enablers and Inhibitors in the process of change
There were two broad categories, enablers and inhibitors, which worked as supporters of
and barriers to making a transformation. The enablers helped the teacher make
connections between what she learned and what she did in the classroom while the
inhibitors were barriers to change.
5.4.3.11.1. Enablers in the process of teacher development
Miss L’s significant others worked as enablers in helping her to make connections
between her embedded beliefs and current theories. The researcher served the role of a
204

significant other who presented current theories that made her think about what she did in
the class and also what she has to do as a teacher of a second language. It was apparent
that such new knowledge challenged Miss L’s embedded beliefs and her accustomed
teaching practices but provided her with insights into the theoretical background and
supported her in transforming. ‘[T]he more I talked to you, the more I learned and understand
that I am in need of help’ (Miss L Interview 4, 8th February, 2005).

Although Miss L seldom attended professional courses, the courses still provided
opportunities to share with fellow teachers and clarify confusion in ideas of teaching and
learning ESL explicitly. She became aware of the incongruence between her beliefs and
teaching practices.
Students’ positive responses were also an enabler for Miss L to transform her teaching
practices. These positive responses reinforced her confidence to continue making changes
in which she proceeded along a process of sense making and appropriation. The
responses forced her to reflect on her own beliefs about second language learning. The
feedback from her students demonstrated that they liked the activities she presented and
appeared to be learning from them. She showed that her students were actively engaged
in the activities and behaving attentively. ‘Yes, I find it useful’ (Miss L Interview 5, 18th March,
2005).

‘L老師教得好好呀！我地又有嘢學，又可以同隔離個同學練習，幾好呀！’
(Miss L teaches well. We learned and we can practice with our partners. It’s fine.)
‘你睇吓D同學就知啦！連果個陳XX都冇瞓覺’ 	
  
(You may understand by looking at our classmates. Chan .. did not sleep during the lesson.)

The successful teaching experiences also enabled her to transform and implement the
new knowledge and ideas into her teaching practices. She became more aware of ‘doing
well’ rather than ‘teaching concisely’. Such experiences steered her to revisit her teaching
practices with current theories and her open beliefs.
5.4.3.11.2. Inhibitors in the process of teacher development
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Miss L indicated that the pressure to get her students to pass the examinations was an
inhibitor for her to transform. ‘It’s mainly because of the requirement of the syllabus and also
for the sake of the open examination. Since they are already in senior forms and are going to sit
for the examination, that’s why I’ve spent quite a lot of time on practicing their examination
skills’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004). ‘[W]ith better result in open examination, it’s
easier for them to have further studies in local universities or overseas’ (Miss L Interview 2, 26th
October, 2004).

Miss L found that it was difficult to go along with the curriculum suggested by the
government if she wanted to get her students to pass the examinations. It seemed that
there are clear discrepancies between these two official policies that hinder teachers in
transforming their practices and making a changes.
The school program was also seen as inhibitor because the teacher lacked autonomy to
make changes to it, of course, the syllabus. Teachers teaching at the same level are
expected to cover common themes in a common period of time. This includes the use of
the prescribed textbook,
I need to follow what was in the scheme of work and schedule and I
have to cope with the tight schedule. I try my very best to cover all
items in the scheme of work (Miss L Interview 2, 26th October, 2004).

Lack of parental support was another major inhibitor the teacher has to face. She
indicated that seeking parent support was ‘as difficult as climbing up to the sky’ (Miss L
Interview 3, 15th December, 2004). She also indicated that it was difficult to share her
ideas with the parents whose focus was only on pushing their son or daughter to pass the
examinations and enter at tertiary institution.
5.4.3.12. Overall Interpretative summary of Case Study 3
It seemed that Miss L was not able to articulate her beliefs of ESL education at the
beginning of the study. She understood that second language learning was made up of the
four modes of language arts and opportunities to connect them, but she did not become
aware of making connections between them until later sessions in the study.
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Miss L identified herself early in the study as a teacher who helped her students to pass
the examinations. She emphasized that listening and speaking were easy because
[L]istening and speaking are two easier language arts in learning a
second language because we can watch and notice the responses of the
speaker or the listener, that is, if we can not understand then we can
express and convey our meaning by using gestures and facial
expression (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

At the beginning of the study, Miss L’s lessons obviously were grammar based and
content oriented. She was consistently concerned about sentence structures and
orthography. She had showed that she did not have enough background knowledge or
concise understanding to talk about her actual teaching practices. For Miss L the new
ideas of teaching a second language were considered to produce a challenge because they
introduced conflict with her existing embedded beliefs and her teaching practices. She
indicated that her participation in the study gave her opportunity to revisit her role as a
teacher of a second language.
It was evident from the classroom observations that Miss L’s teaching seemed to be
guided by her own embedded beliefs. The new ideas of teaching a second language were
considered to challenge her existing beliefs and her teaching practices. Miss L indicated
that the study influenced her beliefs of teaching and learning a second language. It was a
useful and ‘helpful and valuable’ experience, which prompted her to review her
embedded beliefs and accustomed teaching practices.
From the data collected, it was apparent that Miss L was aware that her knowledge of
teaching a second language was insufficient. She tried to implement what she knew and
her learning experiences into her class. She was a traditional teacher who did not see the
point of making change in her teaching. Her teaching at the initial stage reflected her
fragmented view of learning and teaching. This indicated that Miss L did not have a
coherent view of teaching and learning of a second language and how students can be
helped to become better second language learners.
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During the study, it was clear that Miss L engaged in a process of reflection when she
talked to her significant others and reviewed her classroom practices. She identified that
she used her classroom practices as a sample to decide which part needed to be modified.
If she found contradictions between the new ideas and her beliefs, then she justified her
beliefs in the processes of planning and presentation.
It was clear that there were some significant factors that supported her to be more aware
of the need to make a change. They were her significant others and the successful
teaching experiences. The significant others helped her to rethink and review her beliefs
and challenged her teaching practices. They showed her how to teach a second language
more efficiently and effectively. The significant others showed her how to put theories
into practices. The researcher provided support in her classroom and frequent
opportunities, even after school hours, to discuss any issues that may have arisen.
When Miss L had successful teaching experiences and got positive feedback from her
students, her confidence was enhanced and that encouraged her to make transformation.
From the classroom observations at the later sessions of the study, it was evident that
Miss L was aware that her teaching style needed to be changed when she implemented
knowledge into practice in her classes. She showed that she began to justify her beliefs in
the processes of planning and presentation.
Miss L identified two activities that indicated she was in a process of transformation,
namely appropriation and sense making. These activities helped her to improve and make
a paradigm shift between sub-skills teaching to more holistic teaching. Students’ positive
responses encouraged her to adopt these new ideas. When she received negative feedback
from her students, she sometimes tried to alter her teaching practices in order to suit the
needs of her students.
The data showed that Miss L had progressed through a set of phases of development. In
the first phase, at an unconscious lower level, Miss L acquired her knowledge of being a
school learner and accumulated her experiences of being a teacher. She attended some
seminars and attended a German learning course, where she acquired and developed
knowledge and beliefs at an unconscious lower level.
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In the second phase, at a conscious lower level, Miss L was aware of the need for
transformation in order to organize her lesson more effectively and efficiently. During
discussions with the researcher, she clearly identified that she needed to change and
became aware of the discrepancies between her beliefs and teaching practices.
In the third phase, at a conscious higher level, Miss L continued to make transformation
by means of deep reflection and trying to make sense of how she could best work within
the major policies. Her change in teaching behaviours was an indicator of the
transformation development and she transcended her earlier position.
At the final phase, at an unconscious higher level, Miss L formulated her own theories of
teaching and learning ESL and consolidated her own unique way that was appreciated by
her students; she became more confident to teach ESL. She had internalized what she
learned and also applied it in her classes.
It was clear that Miss L’s teaching practices were guided by her embedded beliefs, or
closed belief system, which showed no significant changes. At a surface level, it appeared
that Miss L had already had an excellent understanding of how students learn a second
language. However, her teaching practices were still focused on vocabulary learning and
grammar teaching guided by the textbook and examination expectations. She did not
seem to have a real understanding of the processes of learning a second language.
External public examinations still played an important role in her teaching objectives.
The data showed that Miss L’s closed belief system and her teaching objectives were
highly uncorrelated. Her teaching practices were only the profound changes at the level
of her open beliefs.
It was shown that making a transformative change is a long process that takes effort and a
long time. Change in teaching practices and knowledge was easier than change in beliefs.
If a real change occurs, substantive changes in beliefs need to be prior to change in
practice.

5.5. Conclusion
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In this chapter, detailed accounts of how the three ESL teachers managed their classroom
practices and made a transformation were given. In order to explore their knowledge of
ESL teaching and learning, a prolonged process of participant observations and
interviews was adopted. The interviews also covered how their knowledge and practices
developed during the period of the study.
The data showed that all the participants had begun to move towards a learner centred
paradigm. They indicated that they transformed some ideas and demonstrated they could
elaborate their ideas by adding supporting ‘comprehensive inputs’ provided by the
enablers mentioned above.
The observations of teaching practices reflected the keenness of Miss C to improve her
teaching, and her knowledge and beliefs was much richer, and more coherent. She was
able to see that ESL teaching was no longer a process of teaching of discrete grammar
items and skills but an outcome of communicative purposes. Her teaching was coherently
related to her beliefs at the later stage of the study. In comparison, Mr. M and Miss L
showed less rich knowledge and less integration. Their teaching practices tended to stick
to the teaching schedule and stick closely to the textbook and exercises. They tended to
retain a narrower interpretation of what is relevant to learning.
All the teacher participants found there was an internal conflict between their beliefs and
teaching practices, which in most cases seemed to be caused by the control of the text
book and examination system rather than what they wanted to do. They all indicated that
learning should be relevant, meaningful and enjoyable. Thus, they tried to create the
suitable environment for their students. However, their decisions on organizing activities
were largely based on their experiences rather than on language teaching and learning
theories. It was apparent their lack of theoretical background created difficulties for them
to help students understand and learn. In addition, they needed to be cognizant of the
examination format and requirements and try to promote positive results for the students.
Together, these produced a sense of constant pressure and frustration.
At the later stage of the study, all the participant teachers began to develop a set of
coherent theories of teaching and learning a second language of their own. They could
clearly articulate these theories. Each of them appeared to develop and/or justify his/her
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teaching practices.
In the processes of transformative development, teachers proceeded through four phases
in which they can adopt and adapt to their existing teaching practices and transcend to
develop their own beliefs system.
The data indicates that beliefs were accumulated into a belief system by the
internalization of experiences. There were two subsystems in the beliefs system, one
being relatively open to change and one not. There were some subsystems or
constellations of beliefs in the open beliefs system in which some were congruent and
some in conflict. The open beliefs system could be changed by means of some external
factors, such as professional development programs, significant others and responsive
feedbacks. The closed belief system could really only be changed by means of
appropriation in which successful experiences were the major catalysts.
Making a transformative development takes a long time in which teachers may change
their embedded, closed beliefs. Profound changes in teaching practices only mean they
are at the starting point on the way of substantive development. In order to move further
it can be argued the teachers need to be able to resolve the conflict and pressures of what
seems to be two contradicting policies in their professional lives, namely the English
syllabus and the preparation for the examinations (seen through text books and internal as
well as external examinations).
The following chapter will discuss the grounded theory that emerged from the data
analysis of each of the case studies.
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CHAPTER SIX

Findings and Conclusions of the Research
6.1. Introduction
It is important at this point to restate the purpose or aim of the study as outlined in the
first chapter. The study set out to investigate the relationships between teachers’ beliefs
and practices and government policies in the teaching of English as a Second Language
(ESL) in Hong Kong secondary schools from the perspectives of three teachers and their
students. In order to achieve this purpose, the research was framed by the following
questions:
i.

What is the nature of the relationship between three case study teachers’ beliefs
and their practices with respect to teaching English in Hong Kong?

ii.

How do the English language curriculum and examination policies affect these
teachers’ choices of teaching approaches, their assessment practices and their
understanding of students’ learning English in Hong Kong schools? and

iii.

How do the three teachers go about making sense of, and responding to, the
Hong Kong reform policies and curriculum for the teaching of English?

The purpose of this chapter is to present a grounded theory that demonstrates the role that
teachers’ beliefs plays in their teaching practices in the classroom context and the factors
that enable or inhibit any changes in these practices. Integral to this explanation are the
various policies with which teachers are required to comply and the sense they make of
these in relation to their current beliefs and practices.
The study used a qualitative approach in order to develop a grounded theory of the
teaching of English in secondary schools in Hong Kong, that is, ‘systematic, qualitative
procedures used to generate a theory that explains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an
action, or interaction about a substantive topic’ (Creswell 2002, p.439). It is this generated

theory that is now discussed. In particular the relationships and significance of the
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emergent themes are explained. However in order to explain these in a logical sequence, it
is necessary to build the theory by discussing each theme separately. This means that there
will be some repetition but hopefully by the end of the chapter the grounded theory will
emerge clearly. The following Figure 22 shows the flow of this chapter, in order to provide
readers a clearer picture on how the chapter is organized.
Figure 22
The organization of chapter 6
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6.2. Relationship between Teacher Beliefs and Pedagogy
The literature review and the data collected in the classrooms demonstrated that the
relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their respective practices is strong. The
classroom observation data showed that teachers' beliefs are very significant factors for
guiding how teachers teach. The belief system acts as a mechanism that guides what
the teacher pays attention to and remembers; this triggers the ways the teacher acts in
the classroom.
The data collected also indicate that a cohesive set of teachers’ beliefs can support second
language learning and thus influence learners’ expectations of their own learning. It is
supported by many studies reviewed in this research that a teacher’s personal, cohesive set
of beliefs provides a powerful influence on classroom practices and the way the teacher
tackles problems and manages dilemmas in their classroom context (Cho, 1990; Clark and
Peterson, 1986; Cruickshank, Bainer & Metcalf, 1999; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992;
Urmston, 2001; Tsui, 2003).
Figure 23
The relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their teaching practices

Teachers’ beliefs and
teaching and learning

Teaching
behaviours in
the classrooms

Students’
academic
attainment

Figure 23 represents the significant relationships that exist between teachers’ beliefs, their
teaching practices and their students’ achievement. For instance, we have seen that on the
basis of his beliefs about effective ESL teaching, Mr. M. corrected his students’ mistakes,
basically focusing on the punctuation, orthography and the right pronunciation. He hoped
that he could substantially assist his students to memorize and understand these linguistic
conventions in order to pass the examinations.
The study supports but extends the results of previous research (Cho, 1991), which
demonstrated that teachers’ teaching practices are driven by their inner beliefs of teaching
214

and learning, and that these beliefs may be subconscious. Theoretically, teachers who have
a solid basis in both theory and practice are more likely to make lesson plans explicitly
appropriate for a particular teaching context. Teachers should know not only what to do to
fulfill their goals but also the reason why they should act in specific ways to achieve their
teaching objectives (Cho, 1991; Duke, 2004; Durrant and Holden, 2006; Forde, McMahon,
McPhee and Patrick, 2006; Hoban, 2002).
The findings explain why teaching behaviours in the classroom may be different from the
beliefs the teacher participants articulated as belonging to their belief system. The findings
suggest that there are two kinds of beliefs structures, which may be conceived as two
interrelated layers, the core and periphery, or two systems, the closed and open systems.
The relationship between these two systems is depicted as follows:
Figure 24
A schematic representation of the relationship between the core (closed) beliefs system
and the peripheral (open) beliefs system

Peripheral beliefs (open belief system) –
relatively open to change

Core beliefs (closed belief system) –
difficult to change

In the model depicted in Figure 24 can be seen two belief systems, or perhaps two layers
(surface and core layers) of a complex belief system, found in the cognitive schema of the
teachers. These are named here as the ‘open’ or ‘peripheral’ belief system and the ‘closed’
or ‘core’ belief system, indicating that they are relatively amenable to and relatively
resistant to change, respectively. The results of participant observations and interviews
showed some teaching practices were relatively easily adjusted or altered in certain
contexts, and that associated with this certain beliefs changed relatively easily. These
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beliefs are interpreted here as the peripheral layer of the belief system (or alternatively as
the open belief system), which is open to or is modifiable by, reading the relevant
reference materials and attending seminars and courses or talking to peers. On the other
hand, some beliefs appeared to be quite resistant to change and to unsupported input from
courses and reading. These beliefs are interpreted here as the ‘closed’ belief system or the
core layer of one's schema that determines the teaching behaviours. The closed belief
system accumulates by means of internalizing the individual's prior and often tacit
experiences, in this case prior experiences in classrooms. The data showed that beliefs
about teaching and learning formed when the teacher was at school as a student were
difficult to change and were strongly held in an individual teacher's meta- cognitive
schema. This raises the question of how to enable professional transformation when such
beliefs are tightly held.
It is clear therefore that teachers’ beliefs are important when the teachers want to develop
and change their teaching practices. For example, when Miss C struggled to attend the
professional training courses, she sought help from her significant others. Teachers, often
unconsciously, use their beliefs in various ways to plan lessons and interact with their
students. From the interview data, all the teacher participants identified that their beliefs of
teaching and learning a second language were acquired and accumulated by being both a
learner in a school setting and as a teacher. These experiences, skills, strategies and
knowledge then become a significant resource for their teaching. Therefore it is important
to explore these systems in more detail.
6.2.1. The Closed Belief System
The core layer for each teacher participant was found to be the most central, and comprises
the closed beliefs that are accumulated from the learning and successful teaching
experiences of the teacher. The closed belief system is tightly bounded. It possesses certain
characteristics in its belief content being dominant and centralised. It provides a central
disposition regarding a variety of viewpoints on teaching and learning both in a general
sense and in the field of second language learning in particular here. They are deeply held
beliefs and appear to be highly resistant to change. The study showed that the participant
teachers may change their teaching practices but their beliefs and attitudes are not likely to
change until they get positive and affirmative feedback from their students over time
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proving that the changes were worthwhile.
The closed beliefs are shaped by teachers’ personal experiences, such as the experience of
being a student, which often provide teachers with a basic mental perception of what
teaching is and should be. Such experiences also shape the expectations they have of their
students and how they learn. In addition, the teachers’ own successful teaching experience
is another powerful source of building their own knowledge about teaching. For example,
Mr. M behaved very strictly and firmly with his students because he had a positive
experience in disciplining his ‘lazy’ students to submit assignments on time and
concentrate in lessons. Thus successful teaching experiences shape and mould the closed
beliefs that the teachers may bring into the class and use to guide their own teaching
practices. The experiences of being a student and a teacher coalesce to become a closed
belief system.
6.2.2. The Open Belief System
There is then another element of the belief structure, which may be conceived as an outer
or peripheral layer, or open belief system, the counterpart to the core layer or closed belief
system, respectively in the teacher’s mind. The open belief system is the ‘surface’ layer of
the ideological cognitive system of the teacher. This surface layer has a loose boundary
that is more open to be changed by means of engagement with the external world, or
learning. The external stimuli arise within the context in which the teacher finds
him/herself. They include the content of differing ideological stances of teaching which
the individual teacher may adopt and adapt, that is, the beliefs which others may or may
not share. The open belief system, the collected information reveals, derives from
professional learning courses, significant others and the immediate responses of their
students.
Unlike the closed belief system, the open belief system tends to be more flexible and open
to change. Teachers can adopt and adapt apparently contradictory beliefs by keeping them
apart from each other. Ultimately the closed and the open belief systems held by the more
experienced teachers may appear to become logically interrelated. The more experienced
and effective teachers know for example, that there are other teaching/learning theories
that are more constructivist. Therefore while they may teach some skills in a ‘drill’
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pedagogy, they can articulate why they teach this way, namely to prepare students to do
well in the examination system. Furthermore they can make it explicit to their students
why they do this too. Thus, these teachers can choose to change their practices between
holistic and traditional as the need arises. For instance, Miss C’s teaching practices showed
her competence in integrating her teaching philosophies of ESL into her classroom
teaching practice in her responses to noticeably different expectations by students.
However, it was found that not all teachers could readily make such appropriate changes.
It seems that the degree of confidence of teachers and their ability to articulate theories of
language learning play a very important role in bridging their teaching beliefs and
practices. The confidence the teachers have and their ability to articulate these beliefs
appear to be powerful mediators in developing a sound relationship between theory and
practice.
The data clearly demonstrate that the greater the degree of congruence within teachers’
beliefs, the greater the degree of consistency between teachers’ beliefs and practices. The
relationships are thus strongly demonstrated when they present a consistent and
meaningful picture. For example Mr. M, whose beliefs about ESL learning are more
structure-skill based, demonstrated that his planning and teaching behaviours were
inclined towards drill-like structure. On the other hand, if the teachers’ beliefs are more
naturalistic and communicative, their practices and planning will be inclined towards a
holistic and authentic approach. For example, Miss C, whose beliefs are more
communicative skill-based, showed some teaching behaviours that were more inclined
towards holistic and contextual. This was particularly evident towards the end of the study
period.
In addition, the results indicate that there is a strong relationship between teachers’ beliefs
and their views on mistakes their students made. It is clear that the ways the teacher
participants treat their learners’ mistakes are driven by their beliefs of teaching and
learning a second language.
For instance, all the teacher participants corrected all their students’ spelling and
grammatical mistakes, and emphasized punctuation, orthography and correct
pronunciation and grammar. They hoped their students would immediately memorise the
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skills and the correct pronunciation after their correction and thus develop their linguistic
ability.
The findings also demonstrate that teacher confidence and ability to articulate their beliefs
appears to be related to the academic performance of their students. Teachers who are
highly confident in articulating their beliefs of ESL teaching and learning engaged in
actions that had a positive effect on their students. Teachers with low levels or an apparent
lack of confidence were more likely to produce a negative effect. The data indicated that
there were a number of factors that contribute to teacher confidence: subject matter
knowledge, experience, responses of students, school-based curriculum (including the use
of the text book) and internal and external examinations.

6.3. The components constituting the beliefs of the teacher
6.3.1. Experiences of Being a Learner
Experience can be seen as one of two components of the closed or core beliefs. The
teacher’s experience of being a student at school is likely to have contributed to the
pedagogical content knowledge the teacher has constructed and accumulated, either
positive or negative. These deep seated beliefs thus form the closed beliefs of the cognitive
schema that play a role in impacting the teacher’s willingness to actively engage in any
transformative development. It is apparent that each participant teacher had been exposed
to a wide range of experiences in learning a second language before they participated in
this study. Each teacher participant had more than 18 years of experience in learning a
second language. Moreover, Miss C and Miss L attended short courses in teaching a
second language, although Mr. M did not have any formal ESL training. All the teacher
participants confessed that their own learning experiences provided them with the
confidence to articulate their beliefs in the classroom and clearly matched what they
thought about teaching. This also suggests that the less experienced teachers tend to
depend more on their experiences of being a learner because they do not have as much
classroom teaching experience as veteran teachers have.
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Mr. M: I think I have to do with my previous learning experiences. In
my secondary schooling, some of my teachers I met were teaching in
the way I taught. We had grammar exercises all the days because we
hoped we could go into the university by passing the examinations. I
had a lot of influence on them. When I started teaching, I borrowed a
lot of their teaching ways (Mr. M Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Further to this, it appears that when teachers’ beliefs and teaching practices are more
closely related, then when teachers are planning, they can more easily visualize the needs
of their students. In this way, teachers are more likely to consider the most appropriate
way to meet their students’ needs and construct a framework to guide their teaching.
Findings showed that the teachers tended to modify their beliefs and practices in order to
assist students to pass the examinations by focusing more on the rote learning of language
structures and orthography. So they organized highly structured lessons at the initial stage
of the study.
6.3.2. Experiences of Being a Teacher
There is strong evidence to support the claim that teaching experience has substantial
importance in formulating and embedding teachers’ beliefs with their mental schema
(Astor-Jack, Balcerzak & McCallie, 2006; Luft, 2001). It contributes to the building of
teachers’ worldviews and in turn, their capacity for personal practical knowledge
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1987, 1995). Such experience impacts teachers’ belief systems.
Another factor that contributed to the core beliefs of teachers was the feedback provided
by the students to their teaching. The various responses students demonstrated enabled
teachers to make decisions about how they should implement future teaching/learning
experiences.
The classroom context is not a static arena: teachers face sophisticated events and relations
in their classrooms. When teachers interact with their students and encounter unexpected
events, they need to continuously interpret and evaluate their teaching practices and
planning. Students’ responses about many of the lessons were that they were boring and
even ‘drive [them] crazy’. This kind of response shows that to meet the needs of their
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students and achieve their teaching objectives, teachers needed to change their practices.
It was apparent that teachers’ performance in the classroom was strongly influenced by the
success or otherwise of their teaching strategies. Successful attempts became positive
reinforcers for their teaching beliefs and practices. As successful experiences accumulated
the associated beliefs formed their closed belief system. The teachers reinterpreted and
reconstructed their past teaching experience so as to be applicable in handling their present
classroom situation. Miss L’s teaching views changed over time due to such success. In
one of the last interviews she stated that in learning a second language one should,
Listen more, speak more, read more and practise with others. Students
should think and produce their works actively. It is a matter of
participation. Students have a strong will to learn, their academic
results would be improved. (Miss L Interview 5, 18th March, 2005).

All teacher participants began to change their teaching practices and they seemed to
understand that new teaching ideas might contribute to a more relaxed and engaging
atmosphere at their classrooms. However, such new ideas were not congruent with the
teacher’s existing beliefs and practices about how to best teach so students gained ‘good’
grades in public examinations, which in turn values the views of parents and the school
authority.
Miss C demonstrated clearly that teachers suffer pressures from the outside world, which
influence them to make particular choices such as maintaining a grammar-based approach
in her classroom practice.
Miss C: It does. Because everything we talk about education
reformation, we all agree that the infrastructure of the reformation is
not perfect. It is because education reformation requires us to cultivate
our students’ attitudes, knowledge, and values and not following the
traditional way to learn stuffs. However, eventually, they will still need
to take the Form 3 examination, Form5 HKCEE, and the Admission
examination of the university. The Government still has not got a clear
aim and a careful consideration. In junior high, we can use a flexible
way. But when they start their form 3 stage, we have to consider their
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options. In order to meet the HKCEE requirement, we have to teach
them according to the syllabus. Therefore, it is really a massive
contradiction. At the end of the day, we have to focus on the
examination rather than anything else (Miss C Interview 1, 15th March,
2004).

In sum, teachers’ personal beliefs are shaped by their experiences of being both a learner
and a teacher. Teachers’ beliefs provide a milestone that affects the individual teacher
making rapid-fire decisions in their teaching routines.

6.4. The Process of Teacher Transformative Development
Teacher development is a combination of individual agency and interactions with a social
collective. The process as constructed here is a very complex, cyclic and nonlinear process
of teacher change that aims to promote student learning. It is individual in that it involves
the belief system in the mind of and actions by the teacher, but social relations are both the
conditions for and the outcome of this individual belief and agency. The metaphorical
distance between the existing and possible new teaching practices creates a conceptual
space for transformative development.
The grounded theorising suggests the following stages of teachers’ transformative
development. Drawing on the analysis of the results from the previous chapter, the overall
process is one in which the teacher reformulates his/her own zone of development in order
to actualise his/her reformulated ideologies or beliefs. In order to foster and maintain this
kind of reformulation, teachers need to make sense of the assumptions and information
and appropriate the relevant components of them into their existing cognitive schema.
Once this appropriation has occurred, these new assumptions and knowledge become an
integral part of their cognitive schema. Teachers then implement and experiment with
them in their classroom practices.
Following the analysis in the previous chapter, some incidents that occurred during the
teachers’ development will be located.
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Table 9
The stages of teacher development
Stage

Phenomenon

Actions taken

Movement

1: Reflection on
experience

Teachers acquire the
subject matter
knowledge and the
practical knowledge.
Teachers accumulate
their life and didactic
experiences.
Changing the English
curriculum and
examination policy that
increase teachers’
responsibilities for the
examination and
enhancing the high
percentage of passing
the public examinations.
Teachers felt strong
pressure and had
feedback from their
students.
Teachers change their
inadequate and straggly
beliefs.
Teachers initiated
meeting to cope with the
existing problems.
Discussion with the
researcher about the
pedagogies of second
language teaching and
learning.
Teachers were more
willing to examine the
embedded existing
beliefs.
Teacher affirms his/her
existing ground beliefs.
Discussion with the
researcher about the
pedagogies of second
language teaching and
learning.
Teacher began to
negotiate with the
existing beliefs with the
new ideas.
Teacher started to search
for new teaching
practices.
Teacher adjusts his/her
existing embedded
beliefs.

Teachers acquire the
subject matter
knowledge and
accumulate their
teaching
experiences
unconsciously.
Teachers are aware
of the initial
dilemma between
students’ interests in
passing the
examination, and
students’ learning
interests in the
traditional
classroom
structures.

Teachers’ closed belief
system is formed, which
over years of life
experiences the teachers
bring into the classroom
context.

Teachers
re-examine existing
beliefs and
confidence to
articulate beliefs
increased. Teachers
activate the
embedded beliefs.

Teachers began to feel
confidence to teach in the
class. Self-reinforcement
may be strengthened.
Adaptation is enhanced.

Teacher breaks the
barriers and
harmonized the
existing and the
novel beliefs.

Teacher attempted to
make a change of the
teaching practice. To
make sense of and adopt
those appropriate
instructional approaches
in their ideological
framework. Teacher
makes sense of
contradicting beliefs. The
process of transformative
development begins.

2. Awareness of the
need for change

3. The stage of
transformative
developmentThe processes of
sense making and
appropriation
Teachers must make
sense of what is
happening around
them, then they can
begin the process of
transforming this new
knowledge from their
past knowledge. The
outcome of this
process is to
appropriate the new
behaviour into their
existing practices
which in turn
ultimately transforms
their closed beliefs.
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Teacher began to be
aware of the need for
change and redevelop the
beliefs of teaching and
learning.

Teachers’ transformative development is a dialectical process that never changes
spontaneously or passively. Only when teachers are first aware of the need to change do
they start to engage in the process of transformative development. The understanding that
arises from this awareness gives teachers a sense of inventing a new paradigm for the
resolution of their teaching dilemma. Meanwhile, teachers can theorize and develop their
own beliefs of teaching and learning a second language, which would finally form a
changed belief system that could underpin and enable changed practice.
Teacher change is a journey of the individual teacher in their developmental zone where
they gradually make sense of their everyday teaching. When teachers encounter new
information at an early stage that accords with their readiness, they need to make sense of
it. The new message becomes part of a shifting dynamic that alters the psychological
structures of the belief system and ultimately the teaching paradigm. Teachers need to
make sense of that which they are asked to do, change and try in their classroom teaching
scenarios.
Teacher transformative development is an ongoing change of the belief system. It is partly
a conscious process by which they can unify their beliefs. In the process of transformation,
teachers need to renew their knowledge, and redevelop their teaching practices and beliefs
for the purposes of emancipation, but only if teachers make sense of them. The process of
transformative development is tightly interwoven, which makes teacher development
powerful and on going.
The data show that one of the powerful mediators that enable teacher development is the
capability that arises from conscious awareness. Such engagement is the initial stage of
making the tacit experiential knowledge explicit so it can be theorized.
The process of transformative development is therefore a critically important aspect of a
teacher’s professional learning. The central features of transformative development are the
high degree of teacher autonomy allowed, and the enduring nature of the change. After
re-examining their subconscious beliefs the teacher participants commenced the process of
transformative development. They began to reflect on their teaching beliefs and practices.
All professional learning needs to be transformative development (Astor-Jack, Balcerzak
& McCallie, 2006; Burbank & Kauchak, 2003; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005). The
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enduring character of this learning can be conceived as the embodiment of structures of
consciousness and the innovative mastery of the internal conflicts within the teachers’
inner belief systems. Thus, it may appear as the transference of expertise developed at a
cognitive level to the level of behavioural level of teaching practices in the classroom.
The data showed that the teacher participants proceeded with the transformative
development in which they moved beyond their present stage. This is within the
understanding that the teaching practices could be seen as a hybrid of an individual
teacher’s past learning and teaching experiences. The interplay of multiple mechanisms
produces the particular teaching style of each individual teacher participant. By analysing
their teaching practices one can follow how the teachers transformed their work.
The teacher participants performed differently at the later stage of the study, indicating
they transformed and internalised or embedded the new beliefs then actualised them into
their teaching practices. They began to transform their practices from being
de-contextualized, to being more contextualized. They began to expand their teaching
activities beyond concern with sentences and components of sentence and to a concern
with meaning and context. Their preferred approach had been to assign a composition to
accompany a grammar lesson, and then correcting mechanical errors in which little
consideration was given to content and communicative capabilities. They later attempted
to organize their lessons in a more holistic and child-centred manner. The shift was
enabled by the adoption of beliefs about the efficacy of contextualized and child-centred
learning, and the modification or replacement of beliefs about the efficacy of the
decontextualized learning of discrete skills.
How did the teacher participants transform their beliefs into teaching practices and how
did they achieve transformative development? This study indicates that the very process of
being involved in interviews and discussions with the researcher was one way that
stimulated the teachers to work at trying to make sense of what they were doing and why.
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6.4.1. Sense-making process: A process of making sense of new experiences and
information
What emerged from the data explains the relationships between teachers’ professional
learning and their classroom practices. The data showed that when the teachers first tried
to apply new approaches in the classroom, they typically did not change many of the
practices to which they were accustomed: they largely adhered to their usual practices. The
changes only emerged after they acknowledged a need to make a change (often mediated
through interactions with the researcher as well as their own reflections), and were
supported by positive and affirmative responses from their students. The changes
themselves involved sense making and appropriation as now discussed.
Sense making theory suggests that when people (in this case the participant teachers) face
new messages they will ‘construct understandings of them through the lens of their
pre-existing practices and worldviews’ (Coburn, 2001, p.147). Thus teachers’ prior beliefs
and experiences can interfere with their abilities and willingness to interpret and
implement the new messages. This is supported by the data in the study: all teacher
participants in the study showed hesitation in engaging in transformative development
before receiving any positive feedback.
I have to think it carefully, did I agree with the philosophy of
Conditions for Learning? Did they fit in my teaching? (Mr. M
Interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

Teacher participants in this study appeared to use the professional learning and teaching
experiences as a lens to review their existing worldview or schema and a reason to initiate
change. This finding is supported by a number of researchers of sense-making theory, such
as Coburn (2001) and Weick (1995).
Teachers in this study undertook mental reviews of the suggestions proposed by the
significant others and information gained from their professional learning courses.
Teachers were asked to determine how these ideas could be incorporated into their existing
classroom practice. Miss C, the most experienced teacher of ESL, reassessed her teaching
practices in order to justify the changes that were necessary in light of the new knowledge.
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She incorporated the new knowledge into her existing classroom practice. In the terms of
sense making theory, this process was an interruption to her current environment, which
impacted Miss C’s existing worldview and schema. This caused a degree of cognitive
dissonance, which is psychologically discomforting. Harmon-Jones and Mills (1999, p.6)
indicate that people manage the cognitive dissonance in various ways,
Dissonance is aroused when people are exposed to information
inconsistent with their beliefs. If dissonance is not reduced by changing
one’s belief, the dissonance can lead to misperception or
misinterpretation of the information, rejection or refutation of the
information, seeking support from those who agree with one’s belief,
and attempting to persuade others to accept one’s belief.

Within the limits of the study sample, the study suggests some differences related to
teacher experience. It seemed that the less experienced teachers, such as Mr. M, used the
external structures, such as professional learning experiences, suggestions from the
significant others and the syllabus, as more authoritative than internal ones such as their
own teaching beliefs, knowledge, philosophy and experiences as exemplified in
classroom practice. The less experienced teachers clearly used this opportunity to ensure
that they ‘followed the instructions’ of the external authority. It seemed that the less
experienced teachers tended to view their professional learning experiences as authority
sources and therefore little or no justification occurred. The more experience the
teachers have it seems, the more profoundly they make sense of the recommendations
made during the professional learning and from the significant others.
The study also highlights the importance of social interactions in sense making theory,
which argues that teachers make sense of their ‘environment’ through social interactions
and negotiation with outsiders (Coburn, 2001; Weick, 1995). All teacher participants
showed that they shared the common worldviews of the broader social context in their
concern with their students passing in the public examinations. The teacher participants
negotiated the meaning of the nature of their work and shared with the outsiders or
significant others (the researcher and an ex-headmistress) their understanding about what
they needed to revise in their teaching practices in order to grapple with the ways to
perform well in their classrooms. This sharing and support enabled some fundamental
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changes in their teaching practices.
The study showed although the teacher participants had less experience of child-centred
and communicative approach to ESL education, they developed understandings by making
sense of ideas and through reflection on those experiences by themselves and with their
colleagues. For the three teacher participants, it was through the opportunity to make sense
of the recommended ideas and implement them in their own classrooms. They were able to
listen to and react to others’ perspectives and ideas. They engaged in numerous
discussions and meetings with the researcher, in his role as participant observer, and with
significant others in their personal and professional worlds. This provided many
opportunities in which they could begin to make sense of the notions of how a second
language is best learned in relation to their existing ways of thinking. Even though the
teachers did not always develop ideas that were consistent with the ideas of the curriculum
policy on learning a second language, it was a consequence of these interactions that they
gradually made sense of it and felt more comfortable with the tasks of learning and
teaching ESL in their classrooms.
The teacher participants in the study found that the new strategies and theories challenge
them in the selection of teaching pedagogical techniques/ideas. They drew upon their past
teaching structures and strategies which were not matched with the new strategies at the
earlier stage of the study. They felt worried and upset that the new information showed
that the ways they have taught for the past few years were ineffective. Mr. M explained
that,
I was very worried about that because the ideas I think useful do not
match the tendency of current world of teaching a second language. I
really want to quit to the study (Mr. M Interview 3, 17th December,
2004).

The evidence showed that teachers’ conceptions of teaching are strongly related to their
teaching practices, and hence they influence students’ learning approaches and their
academic attainment. Such evidence indicates that teachers’ beliefs are important both in
their own right and as the initial step for the teacher approaching transformative
development.
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In summary, the teacher participants were influenced by their prior experiences of teaching
and learning that seemed to ‘work’ for them given the examination system. Through the
reinterpretation of experiences, the teachers began to reconstruct/ make sense of existing
beliefs, knowledge and views with the needs of their students and the intentions of the
policy designers. The sense making process is prior to any actions taken by the
implementers who want to put the newly gained strategies or knowledge into their extant
teaching practices.
The teacher participants were observed to shift their teaching paradigms, in that they
changed with their teaching practice and some of their ideological framework at the later
stage of the research study. Figure 25 is a graphical representation that aims to identify the
enabling and inhibiting factors that are critical in teachers’ engagement with change.
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Figure 25
The enabling and constraining factors in teachers’ engagement with change

Enablers of change
Beliefs and assumptions that
learning is a process of
construction

Constructivist
principles
embodied in ESL curriculum

Effective
ESL
teachers in
Hong Kong

can operate within and
balance two sets of
sometimes opposing
beliefs and practices
about what constitutes
best practice in
teaching English.

Beliefs and assumptions
advocated by the researcher
and professional development

Inhibitors of change
Beliefs and assumptions that
learning is a process of
transmission

Transmission principles
embodied in teachers’ core
beliefs

Parent and student
attitudes supporting the
credentialing function of
examinations

courses

Student positive and
encouraging responses about
the teaching activities

Student beliefs about
the ‘proper’ roles of
teachers and students
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At the centre of Figure 25 was the ultimate objective of teaching English in Hong Kong
schools in which teachers can create their own practices effectively and promote the
quality of student learning through various forms of teaching and learning activities. The
study did not attempt to convince teachers to use a particular teaching strategy. Teacher
participants were encouraged to work within their own beliefs and aim to develop ‘suitable
strategies’ for their individual classes. However, before that can be achieved, the study
found sets of enablers and inhibitors that have enormous impacts related to change. The
right side of the figure contains inhibitors of change that teachers experienced while the
left side of the figure describes enablers of change.
This is not unexpected, as it is found in the literature. For example, Turbill (2002, p.114)
states,
The key to success is having sufficient enablers in place so that any
barriers or inhibitors have only a temporary life span. Inhibitors need
to be recognized by both the individual and the group for what they are,
so that something can then be done about them.

Enablers are the facilitators that improve teachers’ ability to make transformations and
develop while the inhibitors act as barriers to the teachers making changes.
6.4.2. Enablers in the process of sense making
From the interviews and observations, all teachers identified a number of factors as
enablers in the process of sense making. Professional learning courses were significant
enablers. Each teacher participant indicated that professional courses were important and
useful for them understanding the theoretical knowledge behind each approach of teaching
a second language, and raising their awareness of the need to alter what they do to suit the
needs of their students.
Teaching experience was also a category of enabler. The research findings indicated that
teaching experience can facilitate teachers making sense of the new knowledge and hope
to change teachers’ beliefs in which they incorporated them into a new cognitive schema.
The more years of teaching experience the teachers had, the more the teachers in the study
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were aware of the needs of their students. For example, Miss C is a teacher with both
longer experiences in terms of her years of teaching, and also wider experience in English
speaking countries. She was more confident in what she did and why she did it, and
attributed this to this experience.
Significant others also can be identified as enablers of teachers making sense. A
significant other is a person who helps the teachers to develop their own coherent and
cohesive theory, in this case of second language learning and teaching. The researcher in
his teacher leader role in the school served as a significant other by assisting the teachers
to identify and understand discrepancies between their beliefs and teaching practices. As a
teacher leader, the researcher created a non-threatening and highly supportive environment
for the teachers to share their ideas and reflect events and their beliefs. The teachers were
encouraged to make sense of the recommendations in the curriculum policies and to try
new practices. The teachers appeared to feel confident when the researcher took on the
role of participant observer in the classrooms because during both informal and more
formal interviews they could seek help and affirmation regarding their practices. They
identified the researcher as more than someone who was an external observer of their
practices but as a mentor of their teaching career with whom they can go ‘hand in hand’
and ‘share our thoughts together’ (Miss L Interview 4, 8th February, 2005).
Responses from the students can also be an enabler. When engaged in teaching activities,
students’ immediate responses served as indicators of how successfully the activities were
working. When students behaved positively and were fully engaged in the teaching
activities, and the teachers were aware of this, the teachers gained the confidence to
continue the process of sense making and appropriation. As Miss L noted, ‘I feel happy
that it works’ (Miss L Interview 3, 15th December, 2004).
The above ‘enablers’ seemed to be important in enhancing teachers’ development. They
interacted together and created an open and helpful environment in which the teachers
could attempt transformation and sense making.
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6.4.3. Inhibitors in the process of sense making
However, there was another set of factors that inhibited the teachers in the process of
making sense that enhance substantial changes in their beliefs and teaching behaviours.
The washback of the public examination was the major inhibitor in this study of teachers
making changes. It is not a unique phenomenon to Hong Kong and seems to be a common
typical case in many countries where there are external public examinations. Firstly, the
teacher participants believed that the public examinations are an integral part of learning
and a means of verifying how much the students learn during a period of education. This
credentialing mechanism is seen to reflect on their success as teachers. As pointed out in
Chapter Two, the examinations play a major gate-keeping role for future education
opportunities. Secondly therefore, the credentialing function of these examinations is a
significant concern of both parents and students, regardless of what teachers might think,
and this exerts pressure on teachers, as already noted. Thus, public examinations have a
strong influence on the way the teachers teach and the students behave. In the case studies,
all the teacher participants tried to transmit the knowledge likely to be examined to their
students in order to assist them to pass the public examinations. Miss L noted that it was
not a ‘special phenomenon in Hong Kong and also around the world’ (Miss L Interview 1,
18th March, 2004). Mr. M always reminded his students that ‘this is important for your
examination’ (Lesson Observation 1,12th October, 2004). Similarly Miss C explained,
They (her students) need to take the Form 3 examination, Form 5
Certificate Examination and Advance Level Examination to get into the
universities. …When the students started the junior form 3, we have to
consider their options in order to meet the HKCEE requirements, so
we have to teach them under the format of Certificate syllabus. … We
have to focus on the examination rather than anything else (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

All comments clearly indicated that public examinations are the main inhibitors that
discourage teachers making substantial change. As a consequence of this pressure, the
teachers attempted, at least initially, to make only superficial changes in their beliefs. That
is, they made changes to their technical beliefs, which comprise their open belief system,
233

in an effort to modify some of the teaching practice while not abandoning their core beliefs
about the efficacy of teaching to the examination.
The school program and syllabus also affects the teacher participants’ capacity and
propensity to transform. It was considered that the school program and syllabus of the
participant schools influence the teachers both consciously and subconsciously. For
example, the school policy in the case of Miss C and Mr. M sees second language learning
is a matter of ‘developing an increasing competence in written language’ and ‘developing
a reasonable sensitivity to social contexts’. On the other hand, the school syllabus of Miss
L is mainly focussed on ‘to enhance quality of ELT in the classroom’ and ‘to strengthen
reading aloud practices’. Therefore, there was pressure for the teachers to prepare students
according to the major concern of their own school in addition to equipping their students
with sufficient knowledge of English to cope with the various subjects in English and the
examinations held at the end of each year. So, it is reasonable to consider that the
participants deliberately geared their teaching to students learning basic skills.
The discrepancy between the broader official policies, the English language curriculum
and the examination policy, was also an inhibitor. As noted in chapter two, the English
curriculum aims to
develop an ever-improving capability to use English to think and
communicate; to acquire, develop and apply knowledge; and to
respond and give expression to experience; and within these contexts
to develop and apply an ever-improving understanding of how
language is organized, used and learned (CDC, 1999, p.7).

But the aims of the examination syllabus clearly state that the examination ‘is to assess
candidates’ achievement’ and also assess the ability of candidates to ‘produce a written
text’, ‘demonstrate an awareness of the correct use of language’, ‘complete a variety of
tasks … from spoken and written sources’ and ‘use appropriate conversational strategies in
interaction with others to work on given tasks’ (CDC, 2007, p.115-120).
In response to this ambiguity the teachers usually narrowed the focus of their lessons to
grammar, teaching to prepare their students to sit for the public examinations. Miss C
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noted in the first interview with the researcher the contradiction of the examination
policy with the curriculum suggested by the CDC, ‘It is really a great contradiction. At
the end, we have to focus on the examinations rather than anything else’ (Miss C
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004). Along these lines, Miss L also expressed the opinion that
‘If such policies improved, it would be better’ (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).
Parental attitude was also a hurdle for the teachers making sense and thus for their
development. All the teacher participants indicated that they were very concerned about
the attitudes of parents. The teachers felt that parents need to be educated before any
substantial changes could be made in the classrooms because they would ‘phone the
headmaster and blame you, then you will be in trouble’ (Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October,
2004). Similarly, Miss L indicated that she felt too insecure to make changes to her
accustomed teaching practices for fear of parents’ response. Such insecurity and in the
accompanying school culture, inhibited teachers in engaging in appropriation and sense
making.
To conclude, this is a similar process to that linked to sense-making theory described by
Coburn (2001). It is to be said the new information causes a challenge to the existing
worldview or schema (beliefs or philosophy of ESL teaching and learning) of the teachers,
and this challenge results in cognitive dissonance. The psychological discomfort leads
teachers to reassess their worldview and/or schematic structures. Teachers may make sense
of what is happening around them. Teachers first rely on superficial similarities between
their current practices and the reform ideas, they implemented observable aspects and then
concentrated the organizational features. Weick (1995) confirms that this is concerned with
enactment, where people construct their environment in order to act within it.

6.5. The Process of Teacher Transformative Development: Appropriation
of policies and curriculum
Teachers’ appropriation of new ideas will, then, be influenced by their long history of
learning English as a second language, namely that they were more likely to teach in a
transmission way. In addition, this orientation reinforced their aim to drill their students as
much as possible for the examinations.
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The difficulty of changing the embedded beliefs and long established practices because of
the teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, teaching philosophies and years of observing teaching
resonates with the widely held description of schooling as ‘the long apprenticeship of
observation’ (Lortie, 1975, Cited in Rios, 1996, p.5). The study found that it was a
troubling and stressful experience for the participant teachers to contemplate and attempt
making changes.
The key process is of appropriation, but this has to develop in the face of the sense made
of so many years experiencing a particular approach to pedagogy. For example, Mr. M
indicated,
Maybe they need to know this [present perfect continuous tense], …it
might be a good time to try and explain that to them because they
really needed to understand that because it is very important for them
in the examination. … it wasn’t really clear in my mind when I was
doing it. So, as I went along, I always thought, ‘How would I teach?
(Mr. M Interview 2, 15th October, 2004).

In order to assist teachers to eliminate hurdles to transformation, they need to learn how to
reflect on their teaching practices in relation to fresh (to them) learning and teaching
principles. Eraut (1994, p.25) states, ‘Learning knowledge and using knowledge are not
separate processes but the same process’. Thus they need continually to modify their
existing skills and develop new skills. Little steps of change require a lot of efforts.
Developing from a novice teacher to an expert teacher appears to entail a struggle to cope
with developing new skills and pedagogies. All the participants expressed the view that
they did not have the skills to undertake such skills effectively and efficiently. Alongside
the mastery of subject matter, teachers also needed to change their conception of the role
of the ESL teacher, including in particular their views of teaching grammar and error
correction.
6.5.1. The Role of the Teacher
The three teacher participants in this study had different training backgrounds and
experiences of learning and teaching English. Their unique experiences clearly influenced
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the ways they taught and their views of their roles as teachers of English. All of the
participants were university graduates with a BA degree. But none of the participants’
professional training at university had prepared them to be teachers of English. All the
participants were born in Hong Kong. Miss C and Miss L grew up in Hong Kong but Mr.
M grew up in Macau. Mr. M and Miss L received their teacher qualification from one of
the universities in Hong Kong while Miss C received her degree in England and a Masters
degree in Australia. At the time they started teaching English, both Miss C and Miss L
attended a postgraduate diploma course in TESL, while Mr. M had only attended short
courses provided by the Education Department of Hong Kong and seminars sponsored by
the universities.
Interestingly, all participants viewed themselves as facilitators of student learning English.
For example, Miss L described her role as follows:
The role of a language teacher… I think… is a facilitator. When
students learn a second language, they may have to encounter even
more or less the difficulties they need to get rid of them. As a language
teacher, we need to soothe them and tidy up their thinking. That’s what
I think (Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

The participants all suggested that an English class should be noisy and full of fun.
However, Mr. M and Miss L ran teacher dominated English lessons as they claimed that
their students would easily lose control if they worked in groups. On the other hand, the
lessons of Miss C seemed to reflect her view of her role as a facilitator of student learning
and she sometimes invited her students to join the teaching activities. Mr. M and Miss L’s
teaching behaviour conformed to a traditional role of a teacher who used chalk and talk.
Most of their teaching activities were teacher directed and their styles were authoritarian
rather than facilitating. This was consistent with their own prior experiences in learning.
After consulting with the researcher in his teacher leader role, both teacher participants
seemed to align their teaching practices more with the view of the researcher on how to
teach English in their classes. These admittedly gradual changes needed the teachers to
make alterations to their beliefs prior to changing their teaching practices.
Observations of Miss C’s class at the later stage of the study suggested that she was
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confident about her practices she provided students with interactive activities even though
the classrooms were full of noise. Her prior experiences in English speaking countries
seemed to have exposed her to assumptions about a more holistic view of teaching English
than the other two teacher participants. Adequate exposure to a more holistic teaching and
learning environment appeared to have provided a considerable advantage in making sense
of her beliefs of teaching and learning English and her role of English teacher with her
experiences.
The observations further indicated that when the teachers engaged with a greater variety of
learning experiences, they demonstrated greater levels of confidence in appropriating the
new knowledge in their classroom practices. Miss C actively and enthusiastically used the
newly recommended teaching practices as a criterion against which to counter-check her
embedded teaching practices. She justified any difference between recommended and her
embedded teaching practices as part of the process of appropriation.
On the other hand, Miss L and Mr. M differently implemented the recommended teaching
practices, seeing them as justified by an authority rather than their sense pedagogically.
The difference from the case of Miss C further suggests that confidence influences the
process of appropriation and sense making, Miss C’s evident greater level of confidence
being an arguably contributing factor to her change.
6.5.2. The View of Teaching Grammar
All the participants agreed that learning grammar is prominent in gaining the ability to use
English: that grammar is the most important dimension of communicative competence for
students to develop. They thought that if the students failed to appreciate the importance of
grammar, they would not have sufficient communicative ability, so grammar should still
be an important component in a second language curriculum.
For example, Miss L believes that grammar is central to learning a language. She also
thinks that if students have sufficient competence to use the grammatical structures
correctly, they will able to understand efficiently. She gave the following account,
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Grammar is the most difficult part of learning English because it’s
very boring. When you’re holding a book to read and do exercises,
you’ll feel tired and boredom. You need to understand and familiar
with these sentence patterns, although it has a high degree of
difficulties. It affects our understanding and also has an ample
influence towards students’ composition. Students cannot ignore it
(Miss L Interview 1, 18th March, 2004).

In the chapter on data analysis, Miss L’s experience of learning French and German was
shown to have had a profound influence on her formulation of her own theoretical ideas on
second language teaching. These ideas were later further theorized with the professional
and theoretical input on second language acquisition from the researcher.
Mr. M had a similar view of Miss L about grammar learning. He stated,
I believe that if we want to learn a second language successfully, we
need to practise more and foster the basic grammar patterns (Mr. M
Interview 1, 15th March, 2004).

Mr. M put more emphasis on accuracy, and felt that knowing the correct grammar rules is
essential. He focused his lessons on structural grammar, sometimes starting lessons with
worksheets or test papers. Mr. M appeared to be more confident in his approach, and
considered that it was the most comprehensible way of providing input. He would then
move to explicit instruction and would give students structural explanations.
Like Miss L and Mr. M, Miss C also held the view that grammar is the most significant
aspect of teaching English although unlike the others she had lived in English speaking
countries for more than nine years, meaning her history with English was different. She
expressed in the initial interview,
In fact, communicative approach had been blamed for many years. As
the foundation of our students are relatively weak which makes them
not able to adapt to this method easily. Somehow, grammar translation
approach would be much easier for students to learn, this would be an
advantage for them as well. Grammar learning is very important
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because accurate grammar and correct wordings can convey your
ideas appropriately. If we do not have some ideas of basic
grammatical structures, it will harm or it may even distort your ideas
when we are talking to the foreigners (Miss C Interview 1, 15th march,
2004).

To conclude, the three teacher participants all considered learning grammar to be the most
important element in their lessons. After the researcher providing theoretical and
professional input about second language teaching and learning, the participants tried to
affirm these ideas in order to enhance the effectiveness of their teaching. Later
observations showed that their teaching still mainly focussed on grammar, however, an
interview data indicated they had made little change in their beliefs. This is interpreted as
them having made little change to their closed beliefs, but some change to the technical
beliefs in their open belief system.
6.5.3. Design of the Lessons
All the teacher participants believed that English is important and urged that students
should be better educated in order to cope with exposure to the English language
environment and use English meaningfully in context. They were also highly appreciative
of the efficacy of the friendly and stress free learning environments that can involve
students more enthusiastically. However, the observations of the lessons of the participant
teachers indicated that they were not simply concerned with what they think about the way
a second language is learnt. They often asked their students to do choral responses and
choral speaking, which again were teacher directed activities. Although Miss C, who was
more experienced as an ESL teacher, tried to get her students involved in constructing
language products. Students thus still had little opportunity to use the language in the
classroom context. The reasons given by Mr. M and Miss L were the time constraints. For
instance, Miss L stated
It is difficult for the teachers to promote students’ linguistic ability by
playing games and/or activities. There was no time to do both. When
we are doing activities, the students forgot the pattern easily and their
parents will phone to the principal and blame us by teaching nothing
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to their children. And also we need to face the pressure to cover all the
items inside the language syllabus and prepare our students to sit for
the open examinations (Miss L Interview 2, 26th October, 2004).

By viewing the videoed episodes of their classes together, the teacher participants could
focus on aspects of their teaching, whether problems or things that were going well.
Miss L: ‘I have learned a lot. I can explore what my problems are from
the eyes of the third party’ (Miss L Interview 3, 8th February, 2005).
Mr. M: ‘I speak too much and speak too fast. I shouldn’t do it. …it was
silly and it wasn’t necessary to do that…’ (Mr. M Interview 3, 17th
December, 2004).

When Miss C was asked why she highlighted the students’ correct answers, she felt
doubtful, and said
Miss C: ‘Ha, ha… Did I? When? … Do I? Well I think it’s important
that do highlight their correct answers, if they do get something
correct. They need all the positive reinforcement they can get. It’s
something I wasn’t aware that I was doing. But I think that’s just one
of my beliefs that come out naturally’ (Miss C Interview 4, 7th January,
2005).

During the process of review, all the participants became aware of the discrepancies
between their beliefs and their teaching practices, and what they would need to appropriate
into their belief system.
6.5.4. Error Correction
Error correction is one of the main elements of the teachers’ work that indicates how they
reflect their beliefs in their practices. In the observed lessons, all participants were
focussed on correcting students’ mistakes in language form. All the participants held the
view that errors are inevitable in learning a second language. They tried to correct
students’ syntactic, orthographic and grammatical mistakes as much as they can. They
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suggested that even minimal mistakes can abort the original meaning. Teachers corrected a
large number of mistakes even when the mistakes were not distorting the meaning.
Both Miss C and Miss L firstly highlighted the errors their students made and then they
assisted them to reformulate the errors. If the students failed to make the correction, then
they provided the correct answers. Mr. M, however, tended to provided the correct
answers for the students immediately. Then he explained why it was wrong and corrected
the answers for each student in turn. He often invited the students to say the correct
answers aloud ten times, as a chorus, in order to make them familiar with the sentence
structures.
It was obvious that all the teacher participants believed error free sentences are indicators
of high competence of using English. Their views were based on their own experiences as
students at school. They were not able to articulate their beliefs. For the latter part of the
research intervention, it was found that the teacher participants handled the grammatical
mistakes differently by encouraging students to make attempts before they provided the
correct answers. It appears that the processes of transformation and development came
together and were difficult to separate from each other. The observations in the classrooms
indicated that the teachers had transformed and developed by means of appropriation. The
more theoretical input enabled them to appropriate their own theory on error correction
and second language learning.
To improve the teaching practices means that transformation and development would need
to take place. Awareness is the starting point for the teacher in striving to understand their
situation. The next session will discuss this in detail.

6.6. Awareness
It is clear that awareness is a reflective state that supports change. The process of
transformative development, a particular type of change, is central to teacher professional
learning. It is affirming for teachers because of the autonomy it grants to teachers.
Awareness of the need to make changes to teaching practices enables broader development.
It serves the function of ‘triggering our attention to attitude, skills, and knowledge’
(Freeman, 1989, p.36).
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The traditional knowledge transmission model of teacher learning program is focused on
skills and knowledge. But on-going teacher learning requires awareness of the need for
change. It is the first stage of teacher development and illustrates how the teacher
participants’ readiness requires them to make changes mentally.
Awareness can be explained as one’s realization of something and becoming cognizant of
it. In a word, it is a process of realization, a change from when we do not know to when
that something becomes known to us. The data of the study suggest that there are two
levels of awareness: practical awareness (awareness of the doing of teaching) and
theoretical awareness (awareness of the rationale for teaching in a certain way). The
teacher participants initially reflected on a range of inputs: feedback from students, advice
from the researcher and significant others, and evaluation of students’ work. This part of
the process gave the teachers greater awareness of what they were doing and
understanding of what would result from different teaching strategies. Then, through
further feedback from the researcher in his teacher leader role and input from courses, they
became aware of what research had shown and authors had argued. This awareness helped
them to evaluate and reformulate their own, usually initially implicit theories about
learning and teaching.
Table 10
Two dimensions of the awareness process
1. Practical awareness

2. Theoretical awareness

Teachers become aware of their own teaching, and the
need to decide to alter their teaching behaviours, in
responses to the cues from outsiders, such as significant
others and students.
It is a long-term process that involved attending
professional seminars, teachers think more
systematically and critically re-examine their teaching
practices. They re-formulate and re-theorize their own
teaching and learning theories.

Teachers used the responses of their students as pragmatic catalysts for implementing the
recommended teaching strategies and ideas into their classroom practices.
Teacher participants’ awareness was also raised when they viewed the videos of their
243

lessons and were able to replay episodes they selected. When the researcher presented the
field notes and the transcripts of students’ interviews to the teacher participants, they were
nervous and eager to know what their students thought about their lesson. When the
researcher shared Mr M’s students’ responses with him, he concluded
I think I have to improve on my teaching in order to make them
interested in learning English. By getting the responses, I felt
uncomfortable and pressured. I am aware of my insufficiencies and the
needs of improvement. I take their responses to heart (Mr. M Interview
5, 8th April, 2005).

Clearly, the new awareness was a catalyst for this teacher participant to start to think about
his teaching practices and engage in professional learning activities. Both practical
awareness and theoretical awareness are involved.
6.6.1. Practical awareness
The participants believed that the learners’ academic outcomes were important to their
professional learning and described the learning activities as having a prominent role.
Successful feedback from students provided the psychological drive and heightened the
teachers’ awareness for developing their teaching strategies. Practical awareness was the
starting point for them to change their teaching approach and move toward a solution to
the practical situation. After the analysis of the classroom observations, the teacher
participants became more skilful in teaching, which in turn encouraged them to adjust their
goals and make further changes based on the responses of their students.
Miss C: ‘I began to think about the need of my students and I have to
see the things from our students’ perspectives. We, as teachers, should
be more sympathetic and need to consider carefully about the teaching
practices’ (Miss C Interview 4, 7th January, 2005).

The teacher participants came to a decision that they would have to change their teaching
practices and integrate the changes. All the participants in the study were aware that they
needed to change, and were supported by the responses from their students. Interestingly
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they all agreed that the types of changes proposed did not match with their existing beliefs
or worldviews. This kind of change can be categorised as a peripheral change – a change
to the outer layer of beliefs or the open belief system – in that teachers responded to
outside world ostensibly to embrace new pedagogies, but in reality in a way unlikely to
endure because of the unaddressed conflict with their beliefs, attitudes and philosophies of
learning and teaching a second language.
6.6.2. Theoretical awareness
Theoretical awareness concerns an understanding of the theoretical or deeper implications
of their own teaching. This awareness affects teachers’ pedagogical behaviours in various
ways. First, it may influence the teaching practices in themselves, and second it may
enhance the teachers’ confidence in articulating the embedded beliefs within their belief
system. If the level of understanding of alternative theories of second language learning
and teaching is high, then the confidence of the teacher to articulate the associated beliefs
into practice will be high. Conversely, if the level of understanding is low, then the
confidence is likely to be low too. Thus there is an arguable link between theoretical
awareness and degree of confidence. Shallow understanding of theories appeared to
accompany a low level of confidence, and act as a barrier to transformative development.
The teacher participants all clearly showed a progressively deeper and richer theoretical
understanding, which preceded revised goal setting and goal directed actions. The teachers
appreciated the new knowledge gained and how it may accumulate into their cognitive
schema. Thus, the theoretical awareness is essential to the success of the teacher
professional learning.
Mr. M: ‘I think you help me a lot. You talk about students’
psychological aspects in learning and the Conditions for Learning. I
think it assist me to come up with the teaching ideas for a second
language. There are many things that I haven’t known before but I am
now understanding more about the theories of my students and
teaching’ (Mr. M Interview 5, 8th April, 2005).

To conclude, successful professional learning addresses both practical and theoretical
awareness, moving from practical to theoretical and vice versa in a non-linear manner.
245

Through different types of awareness, teachers create new meaning system or networks,
explore the nature of their pedagogical stance and so change their beliefs. In other words,
by becoming aware of different needs, the teachers achieved a better understanding and
control over their teaching behaviours. All the participants in the study retain the
characteristics suggested by Zeichner and Liston (1996, p.11), which are that the teacher:
 examines, frames, and attempts to solve the dilemmas of classroom practices;
 is aware of and questions the assumptions and values he or she brings to
teaching;
 is attentive to the institutional and cultural contexts in which he or she teaches;
 takes part in curriculum development and is involved in school change efforts;
and
 takes responsibility for his or her own professional development.

Awareness is an important and dynamic component of professional learning, in that it
enables teachers to have a better understanding their own instructional process and bridge
the gap between what they actually do and what they think they do.
Birch (1992, p.284) states,
Teachers need to be able to consider their practice in an informed and
dispassionate way. This implies an extensive knowledge base and an
attitude of mind that is sufficiently courageous to face the reality of
one’s own teaching, which may at times be unpalatable.

Awareness is often considered as a lens through which the individual teacher interprets
and decides on appropriate action. Becoming aware of different conceptions of what it
means to be a successful teacher stimulated these teachers to pursue different conceptions
of improvement. Those improvements should go beyond the level of acquiring new
techniques. As Bartlett (1990, p.205) states,
As teachers we have to transcend the technicalities of teaching and
think beyond the need to improve our instructional techniques.

From the observation and interview data, the teacher participants became increasingly
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aware on a number of levels. First, they became aware of the ideas of ‘natural learning’ and
Conditions for Learning (Cambourne, 1988) through discussions with the researcher.
Second, they learned to work with the researcher as a professional significant other; and
finally, they learned to analyse the recorded lessons to consider the effectiveness of their
own teaching. The more ‘competent’ the teachers are, the more sensitive to and aware they
are of their situation. They may then develop strategies for actions to improve or adjust their
teaching behaviours. Awareness enables the teachers to become more thoughtful and
responsive to their teaching dilemma.
To summarize the above sections, the analysis reveals that all teacher participants generally
proceeded through a developmental process of relatively superficial change in their teaching
behaviours. The findings indicate they did not seem to make any substantial change to their
core beliefs, or closed belief system.
The teacher participants showed similarities in their journey of transformative development.
It was found that the participants went through four phases of their learning process. These
four phases are: unconscious lower level, conscious lower level, conscious higher level and
unconscious higher level, as set out in Table 11.
Table 11
The phases of teacher transformative development
Phase
1
2
3

4

Description
Unconscious lower level

Action taken
Teachers acquire their content knowledge and
accumulate experience
Conscious lower level
Teachers became aware of the discrepancies
between their beliefs and their teaching practices.
Conscious higher level
Teachers develop an understanding of their
relative inadequacy or competency. They
develop their own set of teaching beliefs,
philosophies and attitudes by means of
appropriation and sense making. This enables
new understandings that they can then try out in
the classroom. These kinds of new knowledge
affect how they teach in the class, which became
their open belief system.
Unconscious higher level The new understandings and beliefs are
internalized and used in their classrooms
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unconsciously. This new conscious state
becomes their closed belief.
As the teacher participants moved through this process they focussed more on their
cognitive development and reflected on the relationships of their change to the language
curriculum policy, examination policy, the school syllabus, teaching strategies and other
stakeholders in their teaching.

6.7. Conclusion
Built on the conception of teacher transformative professional learning process of the
study, a model is introduced now of effective teaching of ESL in Hong Kong. Figure 26
presents a framework through which to address the concerns and themes the three teacher
participants in the study experienced and to take advantage of the teachers’ propensities
for making a professional transformative development. It is a visual depiction of the
grounded theory that emerged from the themes discussed in this chapter. The model is
divided into three main sections, namely curriculum and assessment policies, teacher dual
beliefs about ESL teaching and learning and teacher dual practices about ESL teaching and
learning. All influence teachers’ willingness and abilities to become effective teachers of
English. Figure 26 acknowledges the importance of sense-making and appropriation that
the teacher participants can use to transform, reformulate and extend their ideas and
practices.
Figure 26
A grounded theory of effective teaching of ESL in Hong Kong
Effective teaching
and learning of
English
Curriculum and
Assessment
Policies

Sense
making
Teacher dual
beliefs about
ESL teaching
& learning

Sense
making

Transformation:
Appropriation
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Teacher dual
practices about
ESL teaching
& learning

The top circle in Figure 26 represents the participant teachers in this study operating
within a dual set of beliefs and their respective practices because there are two different
sets of assumptions embodied in the curriculum and examination policies in the Hong
Kong context. The dynamics of the relationships of the two extremes, expectations of
Hong Kong society that schools fulfill a credentialing role and current constructivist
second language learning theories, are poles apart. The clash between these two Hong
Kong official documents, English learning curriculum and examination policies results
from the curriculum adopting assumptions of constructivist learning theory, which focuses
on the process of knowledge construction and meaning making. The examination policy,
on the other hand, has retained the traditional focus on knowledge, as it exists externally to
the knower and as set down in curricula and examination documents, that is, knowledge in
the objective sense. This meets the needs of the commerce and finance sectors of Hong
Kong who are concerned with the role of school education in providing credentials for
students to use in entering higher study and employment. Becoming a competent English
language users has become a major factor in what a highly educated Hong Kong citizen
needs in the 21s century.
The critical educational argument here, though, is that the assumptions underpinning the
traditional approach will not serve the learning needs of Hong Kong students for what lies
ahead in this new millennium.
It follows therefore that these official policies require two distinct sets of teaching
practices in the Hong Kong classrooms. For the curriculum stance, teachers are required to
develop students’ communicative and higher order thinking skills, increase their
enjoyment and provide incentives to learn. These students are required to develop
increased abilities in constructing knowledge and showing initiative in their learning of
English. On the other hand, the examination policy position demands that students perform
well by means of memorization, correct usage of the discrete grammatical items and recall
of factual knowledge. It is clear therefore that the underlying philosophy of the
examination policy has not been matched with the curriculum policy. These two policies
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can be considered as positioned at opposing ends of a continuum. Thus for teachers in
Hong Kong to be successful in fulfilling the aims of both policies they need to make sense
of and understand the goals and philosophies of both policies and be able to move back
and forth along the continuum as the need arises. The result from the case studies is that
for teachers to be able to be effective teachers they need to understand and be able to
demonstrate that they can make sense of these two sets of sometimes opposing beliefs and
practices about what constitutes best practice in teaching English.
To respond to the two sets of different assumptions within the curriculum and examination
policies, teachers’ pedagogical practices are likely to reflect teachers’ inner or core beliefs
about teaching and learning without concerted, conscious, supported and extended effort
on the teachers’ part. The relationship is shown by the bottom two circles in Figure 26.
The results of this study showed that being able to move from one set of beliefs and
practices to another is difficult. One of the contributing reasons this study found is the
complicating factor of the teachers’ own beliefs and assumptions, particularly when these
are subconscious and not readily articulated. Analysis of the initial classroom observation
data indicated that the teachers provided their students with complex and discrete
linguistic structures using ‘drill and practice’ teaching practices, in the hope that they were
preparing the students to pass the examinations. It seems that the teachers had difficulties
both in resolving the contradictions between the policies and in formulating a coherent and
viable alignment between these policies and their own respective belief system.
External factors can be obstacles to teacher participants’ willingness to change their
teaching practices. A lack of in-depth understanding of the curriculum and examination
policies, combined with insufficient confidence to articulate their beliefs and the pressures
from parents and the school authority were clearly identified barriers or ‘inhibitors’ to
teachers making changes and actualizing their abstract concepts into classroom practices.
In addition, teacher participants who lacked confidence in the classroom were less able to
articulate clearly a coherent theory of second language learning. It is arguable that
confidence and an ability to articulate a theory serve to enable a link between teachers’
beliefs and teaching practices. In addition, when the teacher’s belief system is internally
congruent, the confidence and ability to articulate a cohesive theory is greatly enhanced.
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On the other hand, some teacher participants chose during the study to make a change at a
later time. It was observed by the researcher that these were teachers with a higher degree
of mismatch between their teaching beliefs and classroom practice.
The ideal situation for effective teaching of English or a second language in Hong Kong or
anywhere, as this grounded theory suggests, is for teachers to understand and be able to
demonstrate that they can make sense of, and operate within, two sets of opposing beliefs
and practices about what constitutes best practice in teaching English. Such effective
teachers understand quite consciously that they are caught within two paradigms of
teaching and learning theories. These paradigms are enacted through the external
assessment and the call for accountability and higher standards and as well as the call for
more engaging classrooms where ‘deep learning’ is occurring. This testing paradigm is the
response to the social expectations of credentialing and official examination policies. For
students to do well in these external examinations teachers believe they need to ‘teach to
the test’. Thus, a series of traditional transmission, drills and testing teaching practices are
adopted by the teachers. Many do this teaching by using textbooks that follow ‘drill and
practice’ pedagogy. From the study, Mr. M and Miss L are examples that used textbooks
and tests as a medium to teach students discrete grammatical items.
On the other hand, effective teachers know that there are other teaching and learning
theories that are more constructivist so while they may teach some skills in a ‘drill’
pedagogy, they know why they do this, and they make it clear to their students why use
particular teaching practices in particular settings to achieve particular purposes. When not
focusing on preparing students to be able to do well in the examination, they use more
holistic and integrated practices – the other teaching learning paradigm. Thus, ideally
teachers will move their teaching practices between holistic and traditional as the need
arises. They can live within two paradigms depending on the purpose and context for that
which is to be learnt. The results for the students are that they know why various teaching
practices are used. Such transparency will lead to greater commitment on students’ behalf.
Lessons will be more engaging as they are not always ‘skill-practice’ and students
therefore are more attentive and stimulated.
The corollary is that non-effective teachers do not have an explicit conscious
understanding of the two paradigms and tend to operate always within a teaching paradigm
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that best suits the examination policies. These teachers are not prepared to risk changing
their practices because they fear the students will not do well in the examination and this
then reflects not only on the students but them as teachers.
Overall the findings of the study support the premise that teachers’ practices and
behaviours are driven by their beliefs. The study also supports the premise that the
confidence of the teachers and the ability to articulate their beliefs of language learning
and teaching play an important role in influencing their teaching. Figure 23 illustrates the
complex relationship between a cohesive set of teachers’ beliefs, the teacher’s pedagogy
and learners’ attitudes and behaviours.
In addition, teacher transformative learning experience is interrelated with each of the
concepts in the model in Figure 24. The theoretical explanation developed here suggests
that teachers bring a different variety of teaching and learning experiences into their
classrooms, which sediments educational beliefs into an inner or core layer of their belief
system. Because there are differences between their core beliefs, based on years of
watching and practising in teaching and learning, and the assumptions underpinning more
recent constructivist and contextualized learning theories, teachers may modify changes
they are asked to make or reject change. Every decision the teachers made was obviously
influenced by their beliefs, whether or not they were aware of them. The transference of
new assumptions and beliefs into classroom practices required teachers to engage with the
process of appropriation and sense making to reconstruct their worldviews. When teachers
decide to appropriate a new set of ideas and implement these ideas in the classroom, a
transformation would occur, however tentatively or confidently.
Figure 25 constructed in this chapter also confirms the power of enablers and inhibitors to
influence teachers to either adapt to or ignore the process of making appropriate change.
Finally, Figure 26 provides a simple visualized schematic diagram to sum up the above
concepts. Figure 26 gives prominence to the role played by beliefs of teachers as a key
force in the reflection and development of understanding in ESL teaching and learning
paradigms. As the process of sense making and appropriation occurs, the transformative
development process in ESL teaching occurs.
In summary, the study provides a constructivist framework to support the teachers in their
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implementation activities. It indicates the need for an examination of the complexities
involved in combining and translating understandings about ESL teaching and learning
theories into classroom practices. Also acknowledged is the crucial influence of teachers’
prior experiences and personal beliefs on the teaching and learning of ESL. The final
chapter will discuss the implications and recommendations of the findings highlighted in
this chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Conclusions
7.1. Introduction

The purposes of this, the final chapter, are two fold. First, it is necessary to discuss the key
findings that emerged from the study, particularly those that have the potential to make a
significant contribution to the field. Second, it is important to explore the implications and
subsequent recommendations of these findings for the effective teaching of English in
Hong Kong schools.
The primary purpose of the study was to investigate the relationships between teachers’
beliefs and practices and educational policy change in the teaching of English as a second
language. Although the policies that generated the data collection had been superseded at
the time of writing, analysis of these data revealed important, if subtle, relationships
between key contextual factors relating to policy development and implementation in the
Hong Kong context.
The grounded theory model explicated and discussed in Chapter 6 depicts the key findings
and the significant relationships between and among these factors. While it is not the
intention of this chapter to further discuss this model, it is necessary to discuss the
grounded theory’s key factors or ‘principles’ in relation to the both significance of the
study and the ensuing implications and final recommendations.
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Figure 26
A grounded theory of effective teaching of ESL in Hong Kong
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As discussed in the Literature Review there is a plethora of research in the domains of
teacher learning, professional development and teacher change (Bell & Gilbert, 1994;
Cohen, 1990; Darling Hammond, 2005, 2006; Durrant & Holden, 2006; Fraser, 2005;
Hoban, 2002, 2005; Kelly & McDiarmid, 2002; Lalitha, 2005; Lenski & Nierstheimer,
2004; Phipps & Borg, 2009; Tsui, 2003; Turbill, 2002; Weiner, 2002). Much of this
addresses failed reforms, so, armed with such knowledge it seems surprising that key
reforms continue to fail to be implemented effectively in Hong Kong schools (Cheng,
Chow & Mok, 2004; Cheung, 2006; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007).
While teaching of English has been a major focus of the curriculum over many years and
has undergone many reforms, it is clear that the majority of students still not only fail to
become effective English communicators, but also lack any sense of why they should learn
English (Cheng 2004; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007). This is obviously not the outcome that the
Hong Kong government wants. The question remains: how to change the situation?
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The grounded theory discussed in detail in the last chapter identified three related sets of
factors or ‘principles’ that might explain this apparent failure. These in themselves are not
surprising with each principle being associated with an extensive body of documented
literature as discussed in earlier chapters. However as also discussed, the literature that is
specific to the Hong Kong context is sparse. This makes these principles even more timely
and significant for the Hong Kong English teaching context.
Equally as significant is that this study viewed these issues from the Hong Kong English
teacher’s perspective and specific context. The grounded theory therefore not only
identifies key general principles, it also highlights the importance of understanding and
recognizing more contextually specific relationships between and among them (see Figure
26).
These key principles identified are

•

Curriculum and Assessment Policies

•

Teachers Beliefs and Practices (Operating within Dual Paradigms)

•

The Role of Sense making in Teacher Change

7.2.

Curriculum and Assessment Policies

Policy makers and senior educators responded to the expression of urgent need for
educational reforms in order to maintain Hong Kong’s economic competitiveness in the
future decades (Cheng, 2002, 2003; Tsui & Tollefson, 2007; Wong 2000). A key to these
reforms, it is argued, is the teaching of English language for all students (CDC, 2001, 2007;
Lai, 2007). Yet for any reforms to be effective they must find their way into the
classrooms and subsequently impact on students’ learning. The teacher is critical in this
process
The main focus of the 2007 English Hong Kong language policy is ‘providing a balanced
and flexible curriculum to cater for learners’ diverse needs, interests and abilities’, and
‘encouraging learner-centred pedagogical approaches involving inquiring and
problem-solving’ (CDC, 2007, p.5). This is a major teaching paradigm shift from
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teacher-centred to student-centred, and from a skill-based to communicative focus. It
therefore requires substantial learning and change for most teachers of English in Hong
Kong schools.
The teachers in this study were found to be quite open to change and willing to try to
implement the concepts of the new policy into their classes, to some degree at least.
However, it was clear that it created anxiety and a major challenge for the teachers who
had worked within the traditional teaching model – teacher-centred and skills-focussed –
with little knowledge of new innovative approaches. In addition, the new curriculum
policy still had an emphasis on the discrete language items such as grammar and
vocabulary. The teachers tended to seize upon these, which they felt were best learned
through a skill-based rote memorization process, a teaching paradigm with which they
were familiar. Furthermore, the assessment policies and high stakes formal examination
system continued to privilege the assessment of discrete grammar and vocabulary in order
to evaluate the students’ English skills. The results of such assessment are seen as a
measure of English language the students learnt in schools, but also, from the teachers’
perspective, as a measure of their teaching ability. Thus, pressure to do well in these
examinations, from both parents and students, has been shown to work against teachers
feeling safe to change their teaching practice. It follows therefore that significant change
will only occur if and when this cycle can be broken.
According to Fullan (1991, 2009, 2010), the most fundamental barrier in education change
is that those who are to change do not have a clear sense of the reasons for engaging in
educational change, that is, what it is and how to proceed. It is clear from this study that
the reform agendas in the past 10 years in Hong Kong challenge the core and relatively
closed beliefs about teaching and learning of many stakeholders, such as school
administrators, teachers, students, parents and the public. However it is also clear that
there has been little participation by these stakeholders in the reform agendas before they
were formally launched, a prerequisite that writers such as Fullan argue is imperative
(Fullan, 2002, 2009, 2010) if these agendas are to be fully understood and implemented as
intended.
It is well known that when teachers feel uncertain and anxious about change they return to
their comfort zone and rely on their own previous teaching and learning experience
257

(Hoban, 2002, 2005; McKenzie, 2006; Turbill, 2002). Teachers keep teaching as they had
taught before. This has two implications if reforms of the past years are to be effective in
Hong Kong schools. First, teachers need to be involved in the development of the policies
before they are launched. They need to have ample opportunities to trial the new teaching
paradigm, including working with ‘significant others’ so there is a commitment to the new
policies and an understanding as to why they are needed. A clear implication therefore, is
that the relationships between policy makers and other stakeholders need to be
strengthened and clearly articulated so all stakeholders share understandings of not only
what is to be achieved, but also why it is important for students.
A second implication is that those involved in developing the examination policies and the
curriculum policies need to work together so that there are clear relationships between the
two. If the curriculum is advocating a communicative approach to the teaching of English,
the examinations need therefore to be assessing more than the skills of grammar and
vocabulary.

7.3.

Teachers Beliefs and Practices (Operating within Dual Paradigms)

The literature on change clearly indicates that teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning
guide their teaching practices (Borg, 2006; Meirink, Meijer, Verloop & Bergen, 2009; Ng
and Farrell, 2003). Thus, as this study revealed, a change in teaching practice comes after a
change in teachers’ belief systems. This study has argued that teachers’ inner beliefs (i.e.
their closed belief system) are more difficult to change than their open or more surface
level belief system. Thus for a significant change in a teacher’s teaching practice, there
must be a substantial change in the teacher’s closed beliefs. This can take time and
involves many diverse opportunities to learn about new theories of teaching English as
well as try new practices.
Another key finding is that in order to operate as effective teachers in teaching English in
Hong Kong schools teachers needed to operate within a dual teaching and learning
paradigms. It is clear that assumptions embodied in the current English curriculum differ
from those embodied in examination policies in the Hong Kong context. As has been
discussed in detail in this thesis each set assumptions or beliefs orchestrate a differing set
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of teaching practices.
While in an ideal world it would be possible for those in charge to mandate stronger links
between these policies, in the real world of the deeply entrenched Hong Kong educational
culture, the focus of high stakes mass examination on assessing isolated skills is unlikely
to change in the shorter term. Discrete, easily quantifiable skills can be more easily
marked and graded.
This strongly suggests therefore that there is a need for teachers to understand that they
must operate within dual paradigms and know when it is appropriate to shift their teaching
practices so students engage in communicative English classes but also be able to
articulate explicitly the specific skills that are most likely to be assessed in the external
examinations. This raises a series of significant questions that need to be further
researched.
It seems critical that key policy makers and senior executives must first understand these
issues before teachers can be provided with the appropriate opportunities and scaffolds for
them to implement the policies at the classroom level, and subsequently evaluate the
effectiveness of their teaching practices.

7.4. The Role of Sense Making in Teacher Change
An important outcome in this study was the potential of sense-making theory, as outlined
by Weick (2001) and Coburn (2001), for understanding just why the three Hong Kong
secondary school teachers of English had not embraced fully the new reforms, particularly
those developed for the teaching of English in Hong Kong schools.
The use of sense-making theory as a lens highlighted that there were many influences both
on personal and professional levels that impacted on the degree to which the teachers were
able to make sense of the examination policies and curriculum policies that were supposed
to guide their teaching and assessment practices. The grounded theory (Figure 26)
demonstrates that a teacher’s existing worldview or schema is influenced by his/her prior
knowledge and this is hard to change. It is clear that this in turn, influences the way the
teacher views new ideas as either familiar and do-able or innovative and possibly
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confusing. Bartunek, Lacey and Wood (1992) stated,
People categorize new events by means of exemplars or prototypes or both
(e.g., Schneider, 1991; Smith and Zarate, 1990). That is, they hold
abstract concepts of particular categories based on multiple experiences
with category members (prototypes) to which they compare some new
event, and/or they store in memory individual examples (exemplars) of a
category to which they compare the new event. When a new schema is
being introduced in an organization, organizational members are likely to
construct the schema in some particular way, develop some prototype for
the schema along with exemplars for it, and assess change agents’
activities to determine if they correspond with these prototypes and
exemplars. These cognitive processes affect responses to the attempted
change. (p. 207)

The quotation above further illustrates why each teacher in this study had different
perceptions of the new English curriculum and examination policies. This study’s
grounded theory enhances and further extends Bartunek, Lacey and Wood’s (1992) views
by demonstrating the important role that the sense making process plays in order for
teachers of English to operate effectively within two sets of opposing beliefs and practices
about what constitutes ‘best practice’ in teaching English. Teachers, it was demonstrated,
began to understand at a conscious level that they were caught within two paradigms of
teaching and learning theories. In turn, this understanding helped them understand why
this was happening and how they needed to adjust their teaching accordingly.
The study also showed that teachers bring different teaching experiences, attitudes and
beliefs with them when they participated in the study and that each teacher drew on these
differing world-views in order to make sense of the policies launched by the government
at the time of research. Exploring the teachers’ experiences through a sense-making lens
thus shed light on why each of the teachers may resist change and how such resistance
may be overcome.
In taking a sense-making theory approach to change it can be shown that teacher change
proceeds through three phases of development. First, teachers have to become aware of the
need of making change. Second, they need many opportunities to examine and re-examine
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their existing beliefs and in order to begin to activate their embedded beliefs. Third, they
need to become more open to transforming their closed beliefs and thus change their
existing teaching practices. This transformation sees the teachers begin to search for new
teaching practices in order to align their ‘work’ with the new policies.
Just what happens in the classroom therefore should not be underestimated with respect to
teacher learning and change. It is a focal arena for the sense-making process to operate. A
positive classroom atmosphere and responses from the students arouse teachers’ sense of
awareness of ‘things working’ and thus teachers are more likely to make changes to future
practices.
Making sense and appropriating new practices and understandings are slow processes that
require many opportunities for practice as well as patience on the part of the teacher and
the school administration. It takes time to go through a journey from understanding to
practising new teaching practices, especially if this involves breaking away from
tightly-bounded existing patterns of teaching behaviours (Nelson & Kim, 2001).
Having become aware of the need to make a change, teachers begin to decide on the types
of concrete changes they might introduce, such as establish classroom routines in their
classroom and the need for continual mental review. Thus teachers move through a
process of evaluation, modification and implementation; each phase requiring
opportunities for making sense of what is occurring both within the classroom and beyond.
An important implication emerging from this is the need for all stakeholders to understand
how to set up learning opportunities that enable the sense-making process to be
operationalised. Paradigm shifts do not happen in one-shot experiences. There is a need for
on-going opportunities for teacher participants to reflect, revisit and share their current
practice, time for discussions around what the new curriculums are about and how they
can best be enacted in the teachers’ classrooms with the students they are teaching. Such
learning opportunities will allow for teachers to make sense of that which they are
expected to learn, and thus begin to transform their new knowledge into the existing
knowledge.
Borrowing the ideas of Darling-Hammond (2006, p.281-283), the professional
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development providers and teacher training institutions should:

•

recognize the profound experiential differences among teachers;

•

prepare the course so it starts with teachers’ unique experiences;

•

give opportunities for the teachers to reflect on their own views of teaching and
learning of ESL which helps teachers to grow from their experiences, and
understand the process of learning that consolidates their beliefs;

•

seek coherent and consistent strategies to bridge the gaps between the experiences
of teachers and the theoretical aspects of teachers. The teachers could be provided
with a series of cases to analyse so they can better understand that teaching
practices are differentiated;

•

reframe the experiential mismatch and challenges for teachers; and

•

make explicit and apply a set of collaborative and interactive strategies to weaken
the boundaries of closed beliefs and open beliefs.

Without creating a positive, encouraging and supportive learning environment for
teaching in which the process of sense-making can be actioned, it is difficult to hope to
create any substantial changes of the closed beliefs of teachers and thus the more
entrenched teaching practices of teachers.
In sum, to respond to the above key findings and implications emerging the following
recommendations are now offered.

7.5. Recommendations
7.5.1. Promote a substantial change in beliefs about ESL teaching and learning to
enable the improvement in teaching practices.
The most common approach used in Hong Kong professional learning courses providers
has tended to be transmission of knowledge on how to teach or how to improve one’s
teaching. Such traditional professional learning strategies may be useful for receiving
information but they provide teachers less opportunity to translate the knowledge into
effective teaching practices. They certainly provide limited opportunities for teachers to
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experience the process of sense-making.
This study has identified the importance of teacher beliefs about the teaching of ESL as a
basis for making changes in teaching practices. Beliefs about teaching can be considered
to accrue from prior beliefs, experience and reflection. In order to transform different
belief systems and shape knowledge about teaching and learning English, professional
learning courses must be designed to encourage teachers to make explicit those beliefs –
particularly the closed beliefs about ESL teaching and learning and assessing policies.
Further research is needed in order to identify professional learning strategies that will
achieve this purpose at both the inservice and preservice levels while at the same time be
most suitable and affordable for the Hong Kong school system.
7.5.2. Arouse teachers’ awareness to enable them to better link theory and practice
Teachers need to be made aware of the importance of the theory-practice relationship if
they are to really engage in interpretation of the language curriculum and assessing
policies in Hong Kong effectively and appropriately. Furthermore they need to become
aware of why the Hong Kong government argues it is imperative for all students to learn
English, other than to simply pass examinations. Such awareness will enable teachers to
become reflective and more able to learn from their work in light of the purposes and
principles of the newly launched reform agendas and to pass this awareness and
understandings onto their students.
Opportunities, such as formally attending a workshop or informally chatting with a
colleague, can enable teachers to become aware of the need for change and will activate
the process of making sense of the theoretical underpinnings that guide the reform
policies.
One particular learning opportunity this study found useful was the classroom observation.
Traditionally classroom observation of teachers is used as a formal procedure to evaluate
the effectiveness of the teacher. However, a recommendation from this study is that when
teachers are observed for the purpose of encouraging them to reflect on and discuss their
practice, awareness and transformation begins to occur. Another possible strategy would
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be videotaping a classroom lesson. Such self-observation provides meta-language for
teachers and promotes a raised awareness of classroom realities that directs teachers to
make sense of the language curriculum and assessment policies.
As teachers develop a greater understanding of the dilemmas and ambiguities of their
everyday practices and the current school reform agendas, they are more able to justify the
way they teach now or should teach in the future, and be prepared to seek assistance from
others.
It is recommended that school managers and school principals need to develop their
schools’ professional development policies, which in turn will facilitate teacher and
student learning. Schools therefore need to:


develop collaborative and stress reduced cultures;



develop as learning communities;



encourage teachers to act as change agents;



provide flexible arrangements that cater for the diverse and unique character and
experience of teachers and encourage teachers to attend refresher courses;



support teachers to engage in a collaborative ongoing process of research which
could benefit their teaching;



provide export guidance and peer support to share ideas and reflect on; and



establish a team with a group of experienced teachers, including the principal, to
provide individual teacher help.

7.5.3. Promote a mentor system to assist teachers’ professional learning.
This study found that the researcher’s role at times could be viewed as a mentor to the
teacher participants. With feedback on what they are doing in the class, teachers begin to
make decisions on what could be changed and thus engage in a process of learning that is
grounded in their prior experiences, leading to more positive teaching. In addition,
drawing on the feedback of their significant others and their students, teachers can adjust,
implement and frame their belief system within their existing knowledge and experience.
This study did not set out to research the role of a mentor in the professional learning of
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teachers of English. However it is certainly an area of research that needs to be followed
up for Hong Kong schools. The mentor can provide a supportive coaching and dialectical
relationship, and model reasonable practices for the teachers that suit the standards of
students and the banding of their school level. A collaborative mentor can offer
suggestions about ways for improving and modifying teaching practices without fear or
pressure.
Barth (1990, p.31) stated that a number of outcomes are likely with a helpful and
experienced mentor,
Decisions tend to be better. Implementation of decisions is better. There is
a higher level of morale and trust among [teachers].

Teacher learning is

energized and more likely to be sustained. There is even some evidence
that motivation of students and their achievement rises, and evidence that
when [teachers] share and cooperate, students tend to do the same. … The
relationships among [teachers] in schools allow, energize, and sustain all
other attempts at school improvement. Unless [teachers] talk with one
another, observe one another, and help one another, very little will
change’.

It is strongly recommended that Hong Kong schools consider how they might introduce
a mentoring system, particularly for teachers of English. Furthermore it is
recommended that the educational systems and academics research ways to establish
mentoring relationships with teachers of English in schools.
7.5.4. Address the inconsistencies between the curriculum and examination policies.
There have been many educational reforms, no doubt well-intentioned, launched in Hong
Kong over the past decade, but all of them have received criticism from those in the field
of education (Chan, 2006: Cheung & Rudowicz, 2003; Cheng, 2004; Shiwen, 2000). This
is quite alarming considering that Hong Kong is entering a new wave of substantial
reforms that have the goal of raising the quality of teaching and the learning outcomes for
students. The use of English as a second or third language for all Hong Kong students has
been built into these new reforms with even greater rigor than before.
265

There were, and still are, discrepancies between the aims of the curriculum set down by
the Curriculum Development Committee and the examination policy set down by the
Examination Authority. As in many societies in the Asian region, there is often an
over-reliance on Western values and beliefs on policy adoption. This kind of poorly
considered adoption has the potential to harm the meaning of the program content and
structure. Recent curriculum policy suggests students learn English in a collaborative and
communicative fashion, while on the other hand the public examination policy focuses on
discrete parts of language, such as grammar and orthography. It is difficult for teachers of
English in Hong Kong to strike a balance in their teaching practices if they do not have
sufficient background, adequate training and opportunities for ongoing professional
learning.
It is therefore recommended that policy makers communicate and negotiate to minimize
the conflicts between policies. The more ambiguous the relationship between policies is,
the more difficult it is for the policy implementers – teachers - to make sense of them and
put them into practice. Furthermore it is vital that an external and independent program
evaluation be undertaken by the Hong Kong government in order to review the
implementation of the current policies thus far so that appropriate adjustments can be
made and where necessary further funding be given to professional support at the school
level.
7.5.5. Establish a supportive network between teachers, school principals, parents and
teacher trainers.
Teachers do not teach alone in a classroom and there are many different stakeholders and
factors impact on their teaching. The influences of these parties clearly affect what
teachers do in their classrooms.
All the participants commented about the heavy workload in planning, teaching and
administering test papers, particularly the imbalanced distribution of work with too much
time and effort on test preparation and marking. Also, there was a general concern that
schools do not have any ‘long-term’ teacher professional learning policy.
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From the community perspective, parents indicate concern about the teaching quality and
the marks their children achieve in the tests and examinations. The pressure parents place
on the academic performance of their children as measured by the external examinations
contributed to the teachers’ dilemma.
Therefore it is recommended that in order to meet the needs of teachers of English, it is
imperative that effective high quality professional learning workshops have the following
characteristics:

•

foster a deeper understanding of subject matter knowledge, theories of learning and
students’ needs;

•

focus on practical activities, such as improving classroom practices; and

•

provide on-going time to share experiences among fellow teachers and educators,
to reflect on what works, and what does not.

7.5.6.

Foster government support for sustaining teacher learning

Teachers need time to discuss, reflect, understand new concepts, learn new skills, develop
new beliefs, try new approaches and integrate them into their practices and plan their own
professional learning agenda. It follows that schools need to create time and opportunities
for their teaching staff to reflect and collaborate (Darling-Hammond, 2005, 2006;
Robinson, 2002).
The Hong Kong government needs to explore ways of providing significant subsidies that
can be used to encourage on-going teacher learning at the school level. For instance,
schools may employ more teaching staff to lessen the teaching workload of the teachers
and allow for more developmental workload. PriceWaterhouseCoopers (2001, p. 2)
supports this and states, ‘an essential strand will be to reduce teacher workload, foster increased
teacher ownership, and create the capacity to manage change in a sustainable way that can lay the
foundation for improved school and pupil performance in the future’.

One suggested recommendation is that in order that teachers of English increase their
English proficiency as well as change their teaching practices, they have a decreased
workload so more time can be spent engaging in collegial interaction, ensuring a
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collaborative and cooperative environment.

7.6. Conclusion
As has been discussed in several places in this thesis, the teaching of English as a second
language for all Hong Kong students is deemed to be vital for the economic growth of the
country. The expectation is that a Hong Kong citizenry of the future will be competent
users of English in both the oral and written forms. This study has demonstrated that for
this to eventuate, there needs to be more than reform agendas proffered; more than new
policies in curriculum introduced in a top-down fashion. The effective teaching of English
as a second language relies on a proficient teaching force; a teaching force that must be
able operate within two paradigms of English teaching and assessment theories and
practices.
Drawing on the data from the three case studies teachers, this study has attempted to
indicate how this might come about. It has demonstrated that there is a strong relationship
between teachers’ beliefs about ESL education and their teaching practices. Furthermore,
it has highlighted change is more likely to occur if there is a professional learning ethos
that is an interactive and collegial process; an ethos in which teachers have many diverse
opportunities to work together in order to make sense of the reform agendas, to understand
not only how they should best teach English but also why it is imperative to do so.
As a final comment the researcher would like to cite the words of Beattie (1995, p.146),
Change and growth take place as practitioners and researchers
continue to work together, voicing understandings, entering into the
understandings of others, and engaging in the mutual adaptation and
continual reconstruction of self in relation to both self and community.
Such collaborations and interactions are necessary for the ongoing
reconciliation of conflicting and clashing views and for continual
movement toward shared understandings and co-created customs and
standards for self and for the community. The sounds of dialogue,
debate, and discussion, and of conflict, controversy, and conversation
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are the sounds of the interaction of narratives, of lives meeting lives,
and of the making of new relations, new principles, and new meanings
for self and for others. They are the sounds of personal change,
professional change, and of social change.
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